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 Since their emergence at universities, student affairs and housing and residence 
life (HRL) administrators have continuously evolved their role on campus. Foundational 
documents challenged administrators to engage in student learning to support institutions’ 
missions and bridge the gap with academic affairs.  
 The Curriculum Model (CM) provides a framework do this work. The CM 
extends learning beyond the classroom and formalizes it by developing learning goals 
and outcomes, educational strategies, facilitation guides, and learning assessment with 
rubrics. To effectively implement a CM, practitioners must acknowledge their roles as 
educators and seek intentional opportunities to guide learning. 
 Implementing a CM is a paradigm shift for staff as they complete tasks previously 
unfamiliar. Educators must develop internal conceptions of being an educator and 
leverage learning partners to build efficacy in the model. The goal of this case study is to 
explore experiences of professional live-in educators at one HRL department 
implementing a CM. Research questions include:  
1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a Curriculum 
Model see themselves as educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
 Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, group observations, and 
document analysis. Baxter Magolda and King’s (2004) Learning Partnerships Model 
served as a theoretical framework. 
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 Participants drew from internal passions for learning and teaching. They 
compared their work academic instruction, created scaffolded meaningful learning 
experiences for students, and recognized a deeper purpose to their work.  
 The departmental environment supported participants through resources, 
partnerships, and empowering relationships of supervisors and peers. Participants thrived 
in opportunities to contribute significant adaptations to the curriculum based on 
knowledge and expertise. Effective communication supported participant growth, and 
external challenges inhibited development. 
 Implications may inform (1) practice of HRL departments to create support for 
professionals acquiring competency in a CM, (2) midlevel supervisors on ways to engage 
entry-level staff within a curricular approach, and (3) professional and graduate staff in 
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Higher education institutions are becoming increasingly complex systems that 
encompass far more than traditional classroom instruction with faculty and undergraduate 
students (Shushok et al., 2013). These institutions are structured with multifaceted 
departments comprising faculty, administrative, and support staff who continually work 
toward a mission of research, education, and positive contributions toward the betterment 
of society (ACE, 1937; Rhatigan, 2000). Students benefit from both staff and faculty 
“who believe student learning is everyone’s business” (Whitt, 2006, p. 2). Focusing 
solely on students’ intellectual pursuits neglects the capacity for holistic student learning, 
including emotional and social learning (ACE, 1949). “When faculty and staff on 
campuses begin to recognize the entire student experience as an interconnected web of 
mutually supporting opportunities for student growth,” more connections can be drawn to 
integrate learning into the entire student experience (Shushok et al., 2013). For this 
reason, the mantle of educator cannot fall solely under the purview of university faculty. 
Staff in student affairs, particularly those in housing and residence life (HRL) 
departments, must adapt to contribute to student learning as educators on campus. 
Developing and implementing a curricular model in HRL is one way of intentionally 
engaging with students as educators in residence life roles. 
Overview of Research Study 
 This study focused on the curricular model approach that engages student affairs 
staff as educators. It represents a recent iteration of the ever-evolving student affairs field 
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and concentrated specifically on staff roles in promoting student learning. Additionally, 
this approach provides a bridge between faculty and student affairs staff by emphasizing 
similar work as true educators that promote their institution’s mission.  
 Kerr and Tweedy (2006) wrote about a new initiative that they developed on the 
campus of the University of Delaware, which they called a residential curriculum. It 
emerged in a housing and residence life department in student affairs. The residential 
curriculum was rebranded as a Curriculum Model (CM) to include other student affairs 
departments and incorporated in-class pedagogy into the out-of-class experience. A CM 
is an “intentional, specifically structured way of promoting learning in college and 
student affairs programs” (Brown, 2019, p. 9). 
 This work captured the attention of the field and has been adopted and developed 
on campuses throughout the continent. While each campus designs a curriculum to the 
unique culture of their campus, all follow a set of guidelines (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006). The 
CM integrates measurable learning outcomes, sequences and scaffolds educational 
strategies, and incorporates formative assessment to measure student learning. 
 For many student affairs professionals, the nature of work in a CM may differ 
from previous work and training. Adoption of a new framework with integrated 
pedagogy and assessment can potentially disrupt work experiences and undermine 
personal efficacy. This case study sought to determine the experiences of student affairs 
professionals, specifically in housing and residence life related to the CM. I was 
interested in learning how these professionals see themselves as educators for students, 
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how they navigate the tasks and responsibilities in implementing a CM, and what support 
they experience for their personal growth. My research questions were:  
1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a 
Curriculum Model see themselves as educators for students?  
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
Student Affairs Professionals as Educators 
 The introduction of student affairs as a field in higher education is relatively new 
and almost exclusive to the United States of America. Its emergence and official role on 
the university campus have always been controversial (Rhatigan, 2000). Originally 
designed to address the needs of student behavior regulation while faculty became more 
specialized in divergent academic disciplines, student affairs divisions have grown and 
evolved to encompass most aspects of student life outside of the classroom. This growth 
includes but is not limited to housing, organizational involvement, leadership 
development, service-learning, multicultural initiatives, student conduct, and recreational 
activities. Since student affairs positions were first introduced in the 1890s with the first 
appointments of deans of students, the field has worked continuously to effectively define 
its role on university campuses (Blimling, 2015). It is “nearly always working at the task 
of reorganizing, reevaluating, reshaping, reforming, or renaming” (Rhatigan, 2000, p. 5). 
 Housing and residence life professionals in student affairs have experienced a 
similarly continuous evolution throughout the history of the American university. At the 
onset of the first universities, it was the faculty who lived in dormitories and managed all 
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aspects of student life (Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Blimling, 2015). This design did not 
last. “Faculty, who in past years were intimately involved in the lives of students, 
abandoned those roles and limited their functions to teaching, discipline, remedial 
education, and mentoring” (Blimling, 2015, p. 7). In place of faculty, a series of 
housemothers, military personnel, and, ultimately, student affairs professionals occupied 
positions to oversee students’ living experience (Blimling, 2015). 
 In addition to the change of personnel working with university HRL, there has 
been an evolution of philosophies for best engaging with students who live on campus. 
Blimling (2015) characterized four communities of practice within student affairs: 
student services, student administration, student development, and student learning. 
These approaches align with the multiple responsibilities of a housing department and 
underscore changing approaches to working with students.  
 The student services and student administration approaches seek to run housing 
departments as businesses, with students as customers. Student satisfaction, efficiency, 
and organizational effectiveness are prioritized. The student development approach 
recognizes staff as human development experts who support students’ cognitive and 
behavioral growth as they transition through various theoretical frameworks.  
 The student learning approach is the most recent. This approach acknowledges the 
role of HRL professionals as active partners in the learning process, utilizing theory to 
actively engage students in learning that contributes to the institution’s overall mission 
(Blimling, 2015). In other words, the student learning approach calls HRL practitioners to 
engage with students as educators. 
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 The student learning approach emerged in the mid-1980s, but its origins reach 
back much deeper into the history of student affairs (Blimling, 2015). With the hiring of 
the first deans of students, a “new type of educational officer” emerged on campuses 
across the country to take on tasks that faculty would no longer do (ACE, 1937, p. 1). 
There needed to be a more explicit definition of the tasks and responsibilities of these 
professionals. “In 1937, the American Council on Education (ACE) called together an 
influential group of educators interested in examining the status of growing out-of-class 
programs and activities loosely called personnel services” (Rhatigan, 2000, p. 15). This 
council confirmed that a student’s education should include “both classroom and out-of-
class activities… for the use of their learning values in furthering the development of 
students” (ACE, 1949, n.p.). 
 The Student Learning Imperative: Implications for Student Affairs (ACPA, 1994) 
argued that “the concepts of ‘learning,’ ‘personal development,’ and ‘student 
development’ are inextricably intertwined and inseparable” (n.p.). In other words, 
undergraduate students do not compartmentalize their in-class and out-of-class 
experiences, and thus, learning happens throughout their college experience. This 
document challenged student affairs professionals to acknowledge their role as educators 
and craft and implement services and initiatives “with specific student learning and 
personal development outcomes in mind” (n.p.). 
These foundational publications extolled the importance of recognizing student 
affairs staff as educators who implement holistic student learning experiences. However, 
the documents do not provide a framework for practice in daily work. Learning 
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Reconsidered 2: A Practical Guide to Implementing a Campus-wide Focus on the Student 
Experience (Keeling, 2006) highlighted specific tasks for staff to engage in work as 
educators. Keeling (2006) outlined ways to map learning environments, draft measurable 
learning outcomes, sequence and scaffold learning, and assess learning environments. 
Each chapter provided structured design and practical examples for designing, 
implementing, and evaluating learning in various co-curricular settings. Learning 
Reconsidered 2 served as a roadmap for how student affairs work could evolve from 
student administration, services, and development models to the student learning 
approach outlined above. The next logical step was for a department to integrate this 
work into their daily practice. What came next was the first example of a curricular 
approach to student affairs, which would be called “the emerging model in the field” 
(Kennedy, 2013, p. 68). 
Introduction to the Curricular Approach 
 In 2006, the Residence Life department at the University of Delaware produced 
an innovative approach that exemplified the tenets described in the foundational 
documents about student learning in student affairs. Kerr and Tweedy (2006) published 
the article Beyond Seat Time and Student Satisfaction: A Curricular Approach to 
Residential Education, which described their development of a residential curriculum. 
They argued,   
 Student Affairs educators must view student learning as their mission and that   
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 student learning should not be viewed as the sole responsibility of an academic 
 division. The challenge on residential campuses is to create living-learning 
 environments that fully engage students in meeting desired learning outcomes   
 (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006, p. 9).  
The Residence Life department at the University of Delaware initiated a pedagogical 
paradigm shift in their work, incorporating design elements from guiding documents to 
inform practice. The residential curriculum at the University of Delaware ultimately 
sparked a movement to “harness the educational advantages of the residential campus” by 
utilizing residence halls as a locus of support and space for intellectual growth (Whitt, 
2006, p. 8). 
 What Kerr and Tweedy (2006) designed is commonly referred to as a Residential 
Curriculum or Curriculum Model (CM). The American College Personnel Association 
(ACPA) further defined the concept as: 
A Residential Curriculum provides an alternative approach to traditional 
programming models that focuses on student learning outside of the classroom. A 
curricular model utilizes clear learning outcomes and multiple strategies to engage 
learners in sequenced learning that is rooted in theory, incorporates stakeholders 
across campus, and utilizes learning goals, learning outcomes, educational 
strategies, and effective assessment techniques (ACPA, n.d.). 
The Curriculum Model draws a sharp contrast between more traditional approaches to 
programming in residential communities. It shifts the onus on learning from 
undergraduate paraprofessional staff, such as Resident Assistants, to complete standalone 
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and often reactive sessions based on student wants. Instead, it calls professional educators 
to design proactive and diverse educational experiences to connect students to content 
experts in meaningful and intentional ways. There are distinct parameters for what a 
Curricular Model should adhere to in Ten Essential Elements (10EE) to a curricular 
approach. These elements demand that a CM connect to the university mission, be rooted 
in research and development theory, integrate sequenced learning outcomes and 
experiences, engage with collaborative partnerships, and continually review and assess 
student learning (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Kerr et al., 2017). 
We called this a Curriculum Model (CM) because it reflects the intentionality, 
structure, and sequencing that is applied in the design of academic majors and 
individual courses to college experiences beyond the classroom—sometimes 
referred to as cocurricular or extracurricular. A CM holds these experiences 
beyond the classroom, and their facilitation, to the same expectations of 
pedagogical design as any learning endeavor on a college campus (Kerr et al., 
2017, p. 22). 
Ten years after the shift to a Curricular Model, the Residence Life department at the 
University of Delaware reflected on their paradigm shift. “Back then, we were naïve and 
innocent and did not fully understand that this new model would change so much of our 
work and shift the entire paradigm of how we approach our roles on campus and, in fact, 





Institute on the Curricular Approach 
 The University of Delaware was not alone in the transition to a Curricular Model. 
“We wanted to share what we were learning and about learning and about ourselves as 
educators and to discuss this new approach with our colleagues working in residence life 
and housing” (Kerr et al., 2017, p. 22). The University of Delaware hosted the inaugural 
ACPA Residential Curriculum Institute in 2007 (Lichterman & Bloom, 2019, Kerr et al., 
2020). The professional organization, ACPA, has “proprietary rights for RCI, which is a 
revenue-generating professional development institute” for its members (Lichterman, 
2016, p. 6). Over the next fourteen years, the institute has seen significant growth and 
momentum, reaching more institutions across the United States of America and Canada 
(Table 1.2). Lichterman (2016) estimated that between 2007 and 2015, approximately 
288 unique institutions attended the institute. In 2018, the institute was renamed the 
ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach (ICA) to account for more universities 
representing CMs at the divisional level or in student affairs departments outside of 
housing and residence life.  
Table 1.1 
 
Participation at annual Residential Curriculum Institute or Institute on the Curricular Approach 
 
  
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Representing 
Institutions 36 26 67 62 61 61 67 68 85 76 109 122 
Total 
Participants 74 63 107 106 143 148 183 182 251 311 370 403 
 
 The purpose of the institute was “to provide an overview and training on the 
curricular approach to residential education and offer[ed] advanced sessions for 
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institutions already using the curricular approach (Lichterman & Bloom, 2019, p. 56). For 
new participants, ICA creates dissonance for student affairs educators because it 
“challenges participants to rethink their practices and grounding philosophies” (Shushok 
et al., 2013, p. 33). This shift can be particularly challenging for HRL professionals 
immersed in traditional programming models within their departments. However, “it 
provides student affairs professionals with the chance to discover the opportunities to 
connect their residential communities to the institution’s educational mission and begin to 
redesign their work to focus on student learning” (Shushok et al., 2013, p. 33). For 
returning participants, ICA explores learning design, assessment, and review concepts at 
a deeper level and creates communities of support to share knowledge and acknowledge 
successes and failures. 
Statement of the Problem 
 The student learning approach to student affairs and the guiding documents that 
have arisen have introduced innovative concepts, such as the Curricular Model, to an 
ever-evolving profession. These concepts, in turn, have challenged the traditional roles 
that housing and residence life professionals hold and the tasks they are expected to 
complete. For these practices to be effective, “student affairs professionals must first see 
themselves as educators who possess the knowledge and skills necessary to design, 
implement, and assess learner-centered approaches” (Keeling, 2004, p. 25). For the CM, 
this means the ongoing development of curricular designs that incorporate learning 
outcomes and assessment to all tasks (Komives & Schoper, 2006). Blimling (2015) 
wrote, “Educators must learn to use experiential learning activities, community 
 
 11 
development, the peer environment, and their knowledge of students’ contemporary 
interests to engage” students in curriculum-based learning (p. 237). The CM combines 
these components that educators must do into an educational plan that guides and 
supports student learning. 
 Given the rapid expansion of interest in the curricular approach across campuses 
and the growth in attendance at the ACPA ICA, there was a great need to conduct more 
research on its adoption and impact on campuses. Currently, limited research speaks to 
how this paradigm shift to a CM can challenge student affairs professionals to utilize 
different skill sets (Kennedy, 2013; Lichterman, 2016). Outside of ICA, many HRL 
professionals have not been formally trained in curriculum design and implementation. 
Still, they are expected to incorporate these new tasks to create learning goals and 
outcomes, develop and utilize rubrics, and implement assessments of student learning. 
This study intended to determine how professional HRL administrators adapt to these 
new expectations and how they perceive their work with student learning in a Curriculum 
Model. 
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of full-time, 
professional staff in HRL related to their training and implementation of curricular-based 
learning as outlined by the ACPA Ten Essential Elements of a Curriculum Model. HRL 
professionals who have worked at institutions that have not transitioned to a CM may be 
operating around a number of programming models that “generally focus on two areas: 
community building and education” (Kennedy, 2013, p. 63). These range in focus from 
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specific group formation to intervention approaches to health and wellness frameworks. 
While these other models integrate student development and social programming around 
various core subject themes, only the CM intentionally structures, sequences, and 
scaffolds student learning through direct educational plans, lesson plans, and learning 
assessment (Kennedy, 2013). In a CM, housing and residence life professionals are 
expected to design intentional learning outcomes, experiences, and assessments for their 
students around specific measures for growth and learning. For many of these 
professionals who do not have formal pedagogical training on curriculum design, this is 
their first foray into the world of teaching.  
 Research is limited related to the CM. Lichterman (2016) explored a housing 
department’s implementation of a residential curriculum through a multiple-case 
embedded study. This study examined the department through Bolman and Deal’s (2014) 
four frames of organization and organizational change. Sanders (2018) explored how a 
residential curriculum influenced first-year residential students through a quantitative 
research study. Kropf (2020) completed a qualitative interview study of HRL staff on 
four university campuses to explore their departments’ support and infuse a learning-
centric approach that embodies Senge’s (2006) model of learning organizations. 
 My interest in this study stemmed from my passion as a housing and residence 
life educator in a Curriculum Model. As a former P-12 classroom teacher, I did have the 
formal training and practice to design a curriculum through lesson plans, unit plans, 
rubrics, and formative and summative assessments. I entered the field of student affairs 
into housing and residence life after five years of traditional classroom teaching. From 
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my own experience, the transition to a Curriculum Model not only made sense, but its 
tasks came second nature to me. Anecdotally, I have heard similar stories from 
colleagues at various institutions. Staff trained as classroom teachers tend to pick up on 
the tasks of a CM much more quickly than others.  
Whether staff have had teaching experience or not, I was interested in learning 
about how they embraced the concept of being an educator and how they have navigated 
the roles, tasks, and responsibilities of implementing a CM. To understand the 
effectiveness of this rapidly adopted approach, it is first critical that those full-time staff 
who are implementing the curriculum be knowledgeable and competent in completing its 
requirements as intended. This topic should be studied prior to exploring the curriculum’s 
effectiveness on students.  
Research Questions 
 The following research questions guided this study to understand how housing 
and residence life professionals perceive their work in a Curriculum Model: 
1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a 
Curriculum Model see themselves as educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
Significance of the Study 
The onset of the Curricular Model in student affairs and housing and residence 
life has significantly changed the day-to-day work for professional staff. The model 
provides a template to practice as educators outside of the classroom. Given the 
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exponential growth of the curricular movement resulting from the ACPA Institute on the 
Curricular Approach, this paradigm shift will only become more common on more 
university campuses. 
As previously mentioned, limited research and literature exist that explore the 
concept of the curricular approach, particularly given the exponential expansion over the 
past fourteen years. Kerr et al. (2020) published the first book about the curricular 
approach to student affairs and CMs. They described the rationale for a curricular 
approach and presented a structure and template for implementing curriculum for HRL 
departments and other student affairs departments and divisions. This text provides 
standardized language and concepts that will guide this research study.  
While Kerr et al. (2020) addressed the framework and practice for implementing a 
curricular approach, it left gaps in which my research intended to address. For instance, 
Kerr et al. (2020) acknowledged the importance of recognizing the role of educators but 
did not explore how professionals come to this recognition in their work. The authors 
detailed practices that can be employed to effectively implement and assess a Curriculum 
Model. They did not elaborate on how staff feel trained and supported in their daily work 
in a CM. This dissertation sought to address those gaps in the literature. 
Being an educator in a CM requires completing tasks traditionally demonstrated 
by classroom teachers. Keeling (2004) described these as recognizing student learning 
competencies, assigning them to contexts where they can be learned, mapping a process 
for student acquisition of learning, and focusing on incremental development that can be 
evaluated and measured. More specifically, this speaks to creating and implementing 
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learning goals, learning outcomes, educational strategies, sequence maps, rubrics, and 
assessment reports. 
The CM is the latest iteration of a series of evolutions of a field. Historically, 
student affairs professionals “do not enjoy the luxury of certainty. It is profoundly true 
that student affairs educators must often proceed without knowing exactly what they are 
doing” (Rhatigan, 2000, pp. 21-22). However, this should not be the case for success in 
these educators’ work with their students. Comprehensive training, education, and 
continued support should enable these professionals to feel empowered to understand 
why curricular work matters, how to implement curricular-based learning effectively, and 
what it means to embrace the role of educator. 
This study provided critical insights into the lived experiences of HRL staff 
currently working in a CM. By learning about how they think about and understand their 
work, we can gain insight into making a curriculum more effective on campuses for 
students at institutions across the continent. 
Conceptual Framework 
 Student affairs and HRL staff must understand and embrace their roles as 
educators when working with a curricular approach (Kerr et al., 2017; Kerr et al., 2020). 
For some, this understanding can come naturally; for others it can be a paradigm shift. In 
addition to the self-perception of being an educator, staff must be guided and supported 
to implement a CM. The theoretical framework for this study examined how individuals 
find meaning and purpose in their work and create a sense around how partners can assist 
an individual in their personal growth. 
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Self-Authorship and Learning Partnerships 
 Baxter Magolda and King (2004) introduced learning partnerships as a framework 
for promoting self-authorship in individuals. Self-authorship moves individuals from 
external definitions of the world dictated by authority figures to reach a “crossroads” 
where individuals begin to acknowledge their values and sense of identity. Individuals 
learn to listen and trust an internal belief system based on lived experiences in moving 
beyond the crossroads. Instead of adhering to the black-and-white external definitions of 
others, they begin to view knowledge as contextual. In other words, self-authorship 
allows a person to use their “internal voice and core personal values to guide your life” 
(Baxter Magolda, 2009, p. 2). Through self-authorship, individuals are able to find 
purpose in their work by answering the following questions: “Who am I? What do I want 
in my relationships? How do I know what to believe?” (Baxter Magolda, 2009, p. 1). 
A term introduced in describing the journey of self-authorship is the concept of 
good partnership. As Baxter Magolda’s (2009) participants reflected on decisions that 
they made in their adult lives and how they navigated new situations, they recognized 
partners, whether peers, advisors, supervisors, or mentors, who helped them with 
transitions. These partners challenged participants by not solving the participants’ 
problems for them, but centered decision-making on the participant’s self (Baxter 
Magolda & King, 2004). Likewise, they supported participants by validating the learners’ 
experiences and developing mutually constructed meaning in choices. By being effective 
learning partners, participants were able to grow and develop through self-authorship. 
“The Learning Partnerships Model enables this shift from authority dependence to self-
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authorship by challenging learners to see the composing of reality in complex terms and 
supporting them in coordinating their beliefs, values, and interpersonal loyalties” (Baxter 
Magolda & King, 2004, p. xix). 
 Baxter Magolda and King (2004) described the Learning Partnerships Model 
(LPM) formation through a 17-year longitudinal study of undergraduate students that 
started when they were in college and extended into their 20s and 30s. The focus of the 
study dealt with both classroom and out-of-classroom experiences that “promoted or 
hindered developmental growth” towards the concept of self-authorship (Baxter Magolda 
& King, 2004, p. 38). Given that such emphasis in a CM is given to the need for staff to 
see themselves as educators, it is valuable to explore whether participants align their self-
image with that of an educator. In finding purpose in their work through self-authorship, 
does education and learning appear? 
 The relationships and support that participants had in learning about and 
implementing CMs was essential to explore. The CM is still a new and growing concept 
that can shift the work of professionals into new areas. There are structures in place, such 
as the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach, that provide knowledge, content, 
support, and consultations for staff to implement a CM. However, these partnerships 
must be sustained when participants return to their campuses for the rest of the year. 
Additionally, there must be training and support for the staff who are unable to attend and 
experience the institute. 
According to the research study, post-college experiences “reveal a more 
comprehensive understanding of the Learning Partnerships Model than was evident in the 
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college years and show that it is applicable beyond the college years” (Baxter Magolda & 
King, 2004, p. 39). This was true across many different types of occupations and settings, 
and I am curious whether that would be true for participants in housing and residence life. 
How are they learning about CMs? How are they empowered to engage in this work by 
good partners? How does it connect with their own identity development and belief 
system? This research study intended to explore how staff in HRL offices that employ a 
CM see themselves as educators. Likewise, this study explored the networks of support 
or good partnerships they are experiencing due to their work in a CM.  
Methodological Approach Overview 
 This study employed a single case study methodology. I explored the lived 
experiences of HRL staff as they navigated their work in a Curriculum Model. How did 
they see themselves as educators? Participants realized this educator shift in the tasks 
they completed in their Residential Curriculum and the meaning and value they found in 
their curricular work. Additionally, I was interested in learning about the support of 
learning partners in their training and development related to working in a CM. How 
were professional staff supported in their curricular work through learning partners?  
 In a case study, I investigated participants from one department in-depth and in 
their setting through multiple data collection strategies to triangulate data (Yin, 2006; 
Glesne, 2016; Yin, 2018). I investigated participants at one institution serving live-in 
professional staff roles in a HRL department that has implemented a CM and is following 
the 10 Essential Elements of a Curricular Approach. The institution was determined by its 
involvement in the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach as a showcase institution. 
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Through the use of multiple strategies of document analysis, semi-structured interviews, 
and observations, I gained an understanding of the CM implemented by participants, their 
reflections on being an educator, and how they are trained and supported in their 
curricular work (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016, Yin, 2018). 
 Case study research requires continually investigating, interpreting, and analyzing 
data as it is collected. Interviews were transcribed and coded through MAXQDA 
software, and I drew themes from pattern coding (Saldaña, 2016). I developed 
handwritten field notes, draft analytical memos, and created a codebook to make meaning 
of the themes that emerged from the data analysis. I used reflexive journaling throughout 
the research process to uncover and address my own biases. Finally, I used a peer 
debriefer to review the themes developed through data acquisition. This peer debriefer 
was a colleague with extensive experience with CM as both a researcher and practitioner. 
Study Limitations and Related Assumptions 
 As stated before, there is limited research on the Curriculum Model and its 
impacts. Much of the knowledge shared about curricular work has been communicated 
anecdotally through storytelling of benefits on campuses, leading this information to be 
unreliable (Lichterman, 2016). Aside from the 10 Essential Elements, there is no singular 
model for the effective implementation of a CM. Finally, while the participating 
institution I used in my study participated in the ACPA Institute on the Curricular 
Approach, there was no formal system of accountability that any institution is utilizing all 
elements of the CM (Lichterman, 2016). Through my research, I was able to determine 
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how documents and discussions referenced and integrated elements of a curricular 
approach. 
 Another study limitation was due to environmental circumstances occurring on 
university campuses across the world. The COVID-19 pandemic limited my ability to be 
in physical space with participants on campus. Observations and interviews occurred 
virtually and documents were not always readily available. I adapted accordingly to 
ensure thick and rich descriptions that captured participants’ voice and experiences. 
It was vital for me as a researcher to transparently share my roles, biases, and 
assumptions so that I may build trustworthiness (Glesne, 2016). In my current role as a 
student affairs administrator in HRL, I have worked intimately with the design and 
implementation of the CM on multiple campuses. I utilize current theories and practices 
that incorporate educational learning models for undergraduate residential environments. 
I have led my own HRL staff to design and implement a CM, which I currently oversee. I 
was a faculty member for the ACPA ICA for six years. In that role, I developed training 
modules to support other campuses in implementing their own CMs. Finally, I served as a 
consultant to multiple institutions at various stages of their individualized curricula. 
While these experiences informed my own beliefs in the value of this model, it also gave 
me an insider perspective to the unique language, challenges, and successes that 
participants discussed. 
Beyond my work in CMs, I had to acknowledge my knowledge, assumptions, and 
biases from being a former classroom instructor. My master’s degree program introduced 
the language and concepts of curriculum to me years before the first Residential 
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Curriculum was designed at the University of Delaware. As a researcher, it was my duty 
to bridle my perspectives and intentionalities on curriculum to truly learn from 
participants’ shared experiences. 
Chapter Summary 
Since its first appearances on university campuses, student affairs has struggled to 
maintain an identity. Leaders of the field have continually called student affairs and 
housing and residence life staff to embrace the role of educator and integrate their work 
into the academic mission of their institutions. The development of the first Residential 
Curriculum at the University of Delaware provided a clear framework for HRL staff to 
practice curricular work as educators. Over the next fourteen years, this model, also 
called the Curriculum Model, has expanded rapidly across campuses throughout the 
United States and Canada. 
Little research and literature exist on the use and impact of CMs on university 
campuses. Specifically, there is no research about the experience of professional HRL 
staff as they navigate the new tasks and responsibilities required in implementing a CM. 
In their reflection, ten years after the shift to a curriculum, the leaders at the University of 
Delaware reflected, “the first change for everyone involved in this transformation is 
deciding unequivocally that we are educators” (Kerr et al., 2017, p. 30). This personal 
shift is critical before any of the other aspects of designing learning outcomes, lesson 
plans, or learning assessments can be implemented effectively. 
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Through this research study, I intended to explore a case of full-time housing and 
residence life staff who serve on campuses that have transitioned to a CM. I was 
interested in learning how they see themselves as educators and feel prepared and 
supported to implement curricular tasks by learning partners. I hope that this research 
provides a more substantial knowledge base of what professionals in HRL are 
experiencing as it finally embraces the calls to accountability and commitment to the out-








The literature review in this chapter is intended to provide context about the 
Curriculum Model (CM) and its use in student affairs, specifically housing and residence 
life (HRL). Literature in this chapter is related to the following research questions: 
1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a 
Curriculum Model see themselves as educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
This chapter explores the introduction of student affairs as a field in higher education and 
the role of curriculum in that field. From a historical context of colleges and universities 
in the United States of America, I identify different roles, responsibilities, and priorities 
of student affairs and academic affairs. Through foundational documents and professional 
organizations, I explore student affairs professionals’ role as educators.  
I position on-campus residential environments as spaces for student learning and 
discuss the emergence of learning as a focus for HRL professionals. This chapter 
addresses alternative models for HRL learning experiences and discuss the CM as an 
emergent model. I outline the structure and 10 Essential Elements for a curricular 
approach and provide context on how staff are introduced to a CM. Finally, I draw from 
the theoretical framework of Learning Partnerships to explore how professionals engage 
in their own learning as they are trained and supported in implementing a CM.  
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The CM represents one of the latest iterations of evolution for student affairs 
work. Student affairs is an ever-progressing field. Through the philosophy and structure 
of the CM, student affairs and HRL staff are called to see themselves as educators and 
implement meaningful learning experiences for students that contribute to the academic 
mission of their institutions. In exploring the role of student affairs on a university 
campus, its history and evolution of work and priorities, its relationship to academic 
affairs, and the potential for staff and students in implementing curricular-based learning 
beyond the classroom, I hope to provide more context for why the CM is a model that 
requires continued research. 
Student Affairs as a Field 
 Despite higher education institutions existing in the United States since the 17th 
century, the field of student affairs is relatively new and unique. Rhatigan (2000) 
introduced student affairs as “largely an American higher education invention” that only 
became prominent in the 20th century. As universities increased enrollment, emphasized 
faculty research, and subsequently reduced faculty interactions with students outside of 
the classroom, administrative roles were developed and quickly expanded to engage with 
students (Blimling, 2015; Gerda, 2006; Rhatigan, 2000). These newly created positions 
on campus represented a division of labor and responsibilities. These administrative roles 
sought to “meet students’ individual needs on increasingly large campuses” (Hevel, 2016, 
p. 850). 
 The first roles created in what would become student affairs were deans of men 
and women. LeBaron Russell Briggs, hired as dean of men at Harvard University in 
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1890, is often considered the first person to serve in a student affairs role (Hevel, 2016; 
Sandeen, 2004). However, multiple deans of women predate his hiring, including 
Elizabeth Powell Bond at Swarthmore and Alice Freeman Palmer at University of 
Chicago (Gerda, 2006).  
In the years following these dean appointments, student affairs positions or 
student personnel administration roles have grown to represent a major division on 
college and university campuses across the country. In the 1920s, new and unique 
positions spread across campuses throughout the country, each taking on an “expanding 
portfolio of responsibilities” (Hevel, 2016, p. 849). Student discipline and on-campus 
housing were the first responsibilities of administrators. Eventually, they increased to 
work in campus publications, counseling and health, organizations and activities, 
financial aid and student employment, and orientation (Hevel, 2016). 
As a result of the wide range of responsibilities and the support of an ever-
changing student population, student affairs work is not often easy to define (Magolda, 
2005). “Student affairs administrators must often proceed without knowing exactly what 
they are doing” (Rhatigan, 2000, pp. 21-22). These staff members take risks, practice 
vulnerability, and respond in situations fraught with uncertainty in an ever-changing 
climate (Rhatigan, 2000). Because of this, student affairs professionals are predisposed to 
share experiences and learn from one another about how to reach students best. This 
concept informs my study by highlighting the field’s educational and essential roles in 
student learning throughout their higher education experiences. 
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The first examples of collaborations across institutions come from the deans of 
women initially hired at the advent of the profession. In November 1903, these student 
affairs pioneers held a two-day conference to select officers, lead discussions of 
professional activities, and ask questions (Gerda, 2006). “There were no graduate 
programs, nor handbooks, nor institutes to give them guidance; they learned on the job, 
using their own experiences and common sense” (Gerda, 2006, p. 151). These leaders 
modeled collegiality and a dedication to using knowledge on separate campuses to inform 
better practices and continued these meetings for the next twenty years (Gerda, 2006).  
Decades later, the American Council on Education, a group of appointed deans of 
men and women, convened in 1937 and 1949 to define student affairs and formulate a 
common purpose to assist students (ACE, 1937; Blimling, 2015; Roberts, 2012). The 
council drafted the Student Personnel Point of View (SPPV) (Hevel, 2016; Rhatigan, 
2000; Roberts, 2012). The SPPV was committed to students’ holistic education through 
intentionality both inside and outside of the classroom. Additionally, the committee 
acknowledged a need to investigate issues that clarify student personnel work, explore 
effective tools and resources, and design new processes and techniques (ACE, 1937).  
The emergence of these organizations and the SPPV are essential precursors to my 
research study because they lay the foundation of the value of student affairs work in 
contributing to student learning. Furthermore, they create a network of knowledge and 
experience to share new and evolving practices across campuses. Through these 
organizations and their foundational documents, concepts like the Curriculum Model 
were introduced and expanded. 
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The Role of Professional Organizations 
 The American Council of Education was an example of administrators 
collaborating to communicate a shared vision for the work of student affairs. Today, 
student affairs administrators rely on literature and professional organizations to define 
work, pursue growth through promising practices, and respond to emerging issues that 
impact students. 
The American College Personnel Association 
One of these professional organizations is the American College Personnel 
Association (ACPA). Informally organized in 1921 and officially named in 1931, ACPA 
works towards the “advancement and sharing of knowledge relevant to college students 
and their learning, and the effectiveness of student affairs” (ACPA, n.d.). ACPA supports 
student affairs professionals through “cutting-edge technology and outstanding new 
professional development resources” (ACPA, n.d.), including publications, journals, 
conferences, and institutes. In doing so, ACPA plays a pivotal role in the continuing 
evolution of the field, creating a platform for emerging ideas through scholarship and 
critical analysis of practice to be shared and reproduced on higher education campuses 
across the world. 
 With the creation and continued development of the CM on campus, ACPA first 
reached out to the University of Delaware following their initial implementation to 
present the concept to other institutions (Kerr et al., 2020). As a result, both the 
University of Delaware and ACPA hold “intellectual property rights for the residential 
curriculum model, curricular approach, and related institutes” (ACPA, 2020, p. 2). ACPA 
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currently offers an annual professional experience in the Institute on the Curricular 
Approach (ICA), formerly the Residential Curriculum Institute. This institute focuses on 
the purpose, design, implementation, and assessment of Curricular Models in student 
affairs. Implementing a Curriculum Model “is a paradigm shift from traditional 
educational approaches to an intentional, developmentally sequenced one, defined by 
institutional mission and purpose” (ACPA, n.d.).  
Association of College and University Housing Officers – International 
 First initiated in July 1949, the Association of College and University Housing 
Officers – International (ACUHO-I) was an opportunity for campus housing officers to 
meet to respond to campus housing needs following an influx of enrollment after World 
War II (ACUHO-I, n.d.). It has since grown to serve “more than 17,000 professionals 
representing 1.2 million on-campus students from around the globe” (ACUHO-I, n.d.).  
ACUHO-I offers frequent regional and national conferences, institutes, webinars, 
forums, listservs, and leadership opportunities for its members. One of the annual 
educational events for ACUHO-I is the Academic Initiatives Conference. The Academic 
Initiatives Conference incorporates a “broad scope of residential academic support, 
living-learning programs, residential colleges, residential curriculum, tutoring, peer 
mentoring programs, and more” (ACUHO-I, n.d.). While the CM did not originate within 
ACUHO-I, the Academic Initiatives Conference has incorporated content on curricular 
models in housing into its pre-conference workshops and educational sessions for its 
participants. Because the concept of CM originated with housing and residence life 
departments, many institutions have adopted the curricular approach who are also 
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involved in ACUHO-I. ACUHO-I provides spaces for institutions to share aspects of 
their curricula through presentations, forums, and other developmental opportunities.  
NASPA  
 NASPA, Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education, supports over 
15,000 members and focuses on students’ access to higher education and career 
development for administrators. NASPA has served as a home for student affairs and 
housing professionals and professionals representing all aspects of student affairs 
divisions. While NASPA does not have proprietary rights to the CM, it is a concept that 
they explore, given that it has been adopted and utilized on campuses across the country. 
Two of NASPA’s guiding principles are innovation and inquiry, which seek creative and 
new initiatives informed by research, data, and scholarship (NASPA, n.d.). These guiding 
principles inform topics discussed by members. For example, NASPA seeks to learn 
about “innovative and emerging practices” that better assess the needs of staff and 
students (NASPA, n.d.). The CM provides an avenue to explore the benefits of 
implementing a CM. 
Other Student Affairs Organizations 
 ACUHO-I, ACPA, and NASPA are just a sample of the number of organizations 
that support student affairs professionals. My research focuses on housing and residence 
life professionals, and these three organizations are most salient to my study. However, as 
the curricular approach expands into more student affairs departments, it will be 
interesting to see how other professional organizations incorporate this content into their 
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staff support. A few examples of organizations that CMs may impact in the future are 
these.  
NODA – Association for Orientation, Transition, and Retention in Higher 
Education supports student affairs staff that work with newly enrolled students (NODA, 
n.d.). The Association for Student Conduct Administration (ASCA) promotes best 
practices for professionals around student conduct (ASCA, n.d.). ACUI – Advancing 
Campus Community is dedicated to professionals who work in student unions and 
student activities (ACUI, n.d.). The Association of Fraternity/Sorority Advisors (AFA) 
acknowledges the “changing dynamics and enduring principles” of fraternity and sorority 
life on college campuses, and is “committed to professional development, academic and 
applied research” that impacts the entire student and advising experience (AFA, n.d.).  
Connections to Research Study 
 These organizations connect professionals on campuses across the country and the 
world to provide ongoing support through scholarship, innovative practices, and changes 
in the field. As CMs continue to expand to different student affairs departments, there are 
research implications for how the organizations listed above may integrate this work for 
their members. Currently, ACPA and ICA are foundational aspects of my research study 
because they have already provided a community of knowledge and training around the 
CM. ACPA has published foundational documents that articulate the importance of 
integrating student learning into student affairs practice. As an organization, ACPA 
initially supported the first institutions adopting a Curriculum Model and sponsored its 
first institute in the ICA. “ACPA provided support to the University of Delaware as it 
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created the Residential Curriculum Institute (RCI), now the ACPA Institute on the 
Curricular Approach (ICA)” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 21). The ACPA ICA provides a 
standardized framework to develop a Curriculum Model. As a researcher, it is important 
that the participants in this study work through a CM framework designed through the 
ICA. My study will focus only on CMs in HRL departments. 
 Professional sharing and development in student affairs have grown from the 
earliest origins of deans of women and men gathering to share their work to a network of 
generalist and specialized organizations. Beyond in-person conferences, these 
organizations provide leadership, publications, institutes, and networking opportunities. 
These professional memberships can provide context and meaning for administrators for 
their roles (Wilson et al., 2016). Student affairs is an ever-evolving field, and it has 
continually connected to the value of student growth and learning outside of the 
classroom. The Curriculum Model is supported by multiple organizations, including 
ACPA and ACUHO-I. The CM is a more recent iteration of how administrators can 
respond to the needs of students and further enhance the overall undergraduate 
experience, particularly in housing and residence life. In a CM, the tasks and 
responsibilities of HRL professionals are reinvented, and staff are required to utilize 
formal and standardized practices rooted in theory, pedagogy, and a culture of 
assessment. My role as a researcher is to understand how these professional organizations 
define and teach curricular work through their institutes and literature and to see how 
HRL professionals see themselves in the redefined role of CM educators. While still a 
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young profession, student affairs and HRL have the opportunity to drastically reinvent 
and refine their work through the use of a CM. 
 My study seeks to build on existing, though limited, research on this topic. The 
current work sets the stage for my study in several ways. First, the literature on which the 
CM is founded is rooted in the belief that student affairs professionals are educators. As a 
result of that role, they are bound to support the academic institution by aligning their 
work with the institution’s overall mission (ACPA, 1994; Keeling, 2004; Whitt, 2006). 
Secondly, specific parameters are outlined to structure that learning through the use of 
learning outcomes, sequenced learning, rubrics, and other assessments, and a set of 
essential elements that defines a CM (Keeling, 2006; Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Kerr et al., 
2017). Finally, the ACPA ICA provides a structured and scaffolded method of 
introducing the concept of the CM to housing and residence life professionals, which 
prepares them to design a curriculum on individual campuses (ACPA, n.d.). 
Emergence of Student Affairs in Higher Education 
Evolving Models for Higher Education 
When the first higher education institutions appeared along the east coast of North 
America in the 17th century, they were modeled after the English universities of Oxford 
and Cambridge (Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Blimling, 2015). Students from privileged 
backgrounds enrolled in an immersive experience focused on personal development 
through classical, standardized education (Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Blimling, 2015). 
Moreover, a more profound purpose focused on students’ overall contributions to the 
greater society and the common good through the “preservation, transmission, and 
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enrichment of important elements of culture” (ACE, 1937, p. 1). Faculty controlled all 
aspects of their students’ lives, “organized to foster respectful and sometimes close 
relationships” (Blimling, 2015, p. 3). Faculty lived in dormitories with students, 
maintained discipline through corporal punishment, defined morals and character 
development, and coordinated all aspects of a rigid and uniform course of studies and 
personal activities (Bloland et al., 1996; Blimling, 2015). 
In the 19th century, this collegiate model for higher education shifted to a more 
impersonal Germanic approach that prioritized “the creation and dissemination of 
knowledge” (Blimling, 2015, p. 6; Lucas, 2006). Faculty educated in Europe began to 
specialize in research in specific areas of study (Arcelus, 2011; Blimling, 2015; Goldin & 
Katz, 1999; Schroeder & Mable, 1994). Students had options to explore elective courses 
of study. With faculty focused on research and specialization, students had far less 
interaction with faculty outside the classroom. This philosophy was by design, as 
universities sought faculty dedicated to “specialized learning who put research first, 
teaching second, and his personal care of students last” (West, 1907, p. 109). 
With faculty relinquishing student supervision outside of scheduled class time, 
there was a significant gap in support for students in their whole collegiate experience. 
Formalized groups in athletics, student government, clubs, fraternities, sororities, and 
student activities served to fill this void (Blimling, 2015). However, these student-led 
groups still needed support from the university, given public concern for the lack of 
monitoring students (Hevel, 2016). Universities responded by hiring deans of men and 
deans of women. Initially, former professors filled these roles, but eventually, “these 
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positions were filled by those who had started their careers with administrative, rather 
than teaching ambitions” (Hevel, 2016, p. 847). These administrators would become the 
first student affairs professionals. As university enrollment increased, a growing 
workforce was needed, and “the era of the division of labor in higher education had 
arrived” (Goldin & Katz, 1999, p. 40). Student affairs roles rapidly formed and 
diversified on campuses across the country.  
The impersonal approach to higher education shifted again in the mid 19th 
century following the leadership of educators such as John Dewey. Dewey extolled the 
virtues of a more holistic approach to student learning by “narrowing the gap between 
school and life” (Cremin, 1959, p. 163). He integrated learning, experience, and 
environment to extend beyond subject matter expertise (Arcelus, 2011). Dewey argued a 
more complex approach to working with students as individuals by not “educating only 
the intellect of students while ignoring their emotional and affective development” 
(Blimling, 2015, p. 8). Holistic learning was echoed in the Student Personnel Point of 
View, which charged student affairs professionals to develop students who have “well-
rounded development-physically, socially, emotionally, and spiritually-as well as 
intellectually” (ACE, 1949, n.p.). This holism movement demonstrated a rejection of the 
impersonal approach and a recommitment to a collegiate model, which would factor into 
universities choosing to continue to house students on campus and grow the student 





Bifurcation of Student Affairs and Academic Affairs  
Despite emphasizing holistic learning, academic colleges and student affairs 
administrators remained separate in their tasks and responsibilities on campus. The 
bifurcation of ever-changing student affairs and increasingly departmentalized academic 
affairs has had lasting impacts on higher education and campus housing (Kuh et al., 1991; 
Brown et al., 2009; Rhatigan, 2000; Hirsch & Burack, 2001). The separation of these two 
divisions has led to “misunderstandings, mistrust, disrespect, conflict, disdain, and 
antagonism” (Engstrom & Tinto, 2000, p. 428). It can be argued that these impacts have 
been negative for both students and administrators. Why do these two divisions not align 
their work more closely together? Arcelus’ (2011) research explored the divide between 
academic and student affairs, finding each to work individually with different priorities. 
“The intellectual climate preoccupied faculty, who felt that the student affairs division 
was diminishing academic primacy. Student affairs professionals expressed concern that 
faculty neither valued their roles on campus, nor recognized their roles as educators” (p. 
72). Magolda (2005) reasoned that this was due to the nature of change in student affairs. 
Academic affairs has maintained a relatively unchanged role in its commitment to 
“generation and dissemination of knowledge; autonomy rooted in academic freedom; and 
collegiality” (Magolda, 2005, p. 20). Conversely, student affairs and housing and 
residence life have continually defined and redefined its role on campus, mainly focusing 
on ever-changing student needs, understanding self, interacting with diverse others, and 
developing citizens and leaders (Magolda, 2005).  
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When institutions try to dichotomize student learning experiences, it does not 
effectively work (Baxter Magolda, 1996; Hersh, 1999). For this reason, Dewey’s model 
of holistic learning is something that both academic and student affairs should pursue. 
Furthermore, both divisions should work toward the shared mission of the university for 
the benefit and success of its students (Hirsch & Burack, 2001). Unfortunately, the 
different academic and student affairs entities on many campuses have led to “less-than-
optimal situations for collaborations” (Browne et al., 2009, p. 3). There are 
demonstrations of positive collaborations that have occurred on campuses following the 
holism period. One example is in Living Learning Programs (LLPs). In the 1920s, the 
Experimental College at Wisconsin University sought to connect and integrate different 
forms of learning in an immersive experience that spanned across disciplines. The 
Experimental College is considered the first LLP and has been a model for many 
developed on campuses nationwide. LLPs continue to be popular (Shapiro & Levine, 
1999, p. 18). LLPs, freshman interest groups, residential colleges, and faculty in 
residence programs all demonstrate a commitment to bridging the work of HRL and 
faculty in residential communities (Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Rhoads, 2009; Inkelas et al., 
2018). Even in these successful collaborations, there can often be a distinction between 
the content experts (faculty) and the coordinators of logistics and programming (student 
affairs). Magolda (2005) shared that “student affairs staff members willingly entered the 
partnership assuming they would take a deferential role. However, collaborative efforts 
work best when student affairs staff members act as educational connoisseurs and critics 
rather than support staff” (p. 19). 
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A lingering question in higher education is whether student affairs administrators 
have an active role in student learning and development or if their work is solely focused 
on the support, involvement, and overall enjoyment of the college experience outside of 
the classroom. In the curricular framework of a CM, housing and residence life 
professionals accept and embrace the role of educator (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Kerr et al., 
2017). In a CM, administrators work toward the shared mission of the university, utilize a 
common language of learning as faculty, and complete similar tasks of educational 
instruction and assessment. Magolda (2005) explained that education is most effective 
when “student affairs professionals and academic faculty, each with valuable knowledge 
and a unique skill set, work[ed] collaboratively as educators” (p. 19).   
 The role of student affairs and HRL has most recently been redefined by the 
emergence and growing popularity of the Curriculum Model. In this model, 
administrators actively support the university’s academic mission by creating and 
assessing student learning experiences beyond the classroom. Understanding the 
historical changes of higher education which led to the separation and distinction of 
student affairs and academic affairs is important to this study.  
Keeling (2004) argued that the “fragmentation of college life, curriculum, and 
organization becomes problematic” (p. 8). A CM is effective when it focuses on holistic 
student learning and development. Administrators embrace their roles as educators by 
doing the shared work done by faculty, only in a different setting. In a CM, the 
integration of learning outcomes, lesson plans, and learning assessments bridges a gap 
between the work of both divisions. In a way, both divisions now share a common 
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language, tasks, and goals that speak to how they will develop students for growth and 
learning. This shift toward curricular work provides for stronger collaborations and better 
utilization of the skills and expertise of both academic affairs and student affairs to 
capture the learning opportunities for students throughout their college experience. 
Residential Spaces as Learning Environments 
 For CMs to be best understood, a core assumption must be made that residence 
halls are spaces where learning can occur (Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Kerr & Tweedy, 
2006; Blimling, 2015). For most undergraduate students, the distinction and bifurcation 
of student affairs and academic affairs mean little. Students rarely differentiate between 
their in-class and out-of-class experiences when reflecting on college (ACPA, 1994). “As 
tempting as it may be for students to slice their campus experience into two segments—
in-class and out-of-class—educators know that student learning can be enhanced through 
the integration of all aspects of the collegiate experience” (Shushok et al., 2013, p. 25). 
Effective education connects intellectual content with social and emotional development. 
While this learning occurs in all areas of student affairs, this study will focus directly on 
the educational impact of housing and residence life. 
 University residence halls’ (RHs) importance and traditions mirrored the 
changing historical landscape of higher education (Blimling, 2015). They were first 
integral to the collegiate models in which faculty directed all aspects of students’ lives. 
However, they fell out of favor as faculty shifted their attention away from student 
support outside the classroom. As a result, RHs were considered “the old-fashioned 
American college” (Blimling, 2015, p. 8). Some openly questioned their purpose and 
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existence, finding better value in repurposing them into academic classroom buildings. In 
1852, the president of the University of Michigan, Henry Tappen, shared his views on the 
objectional nature of dormitory life, stating that it led to student misbehavior and unruly 
habits (Shay, 1964). 
 Nevertheless, on-campus housing persisted for colleges and universities in the 
United States. This persistence was driven not only by the holistic movement led by 
Dewey but by necessity. The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 led to the formation of land-
grant colleges serving rural areas, which required the construction of more residential 
buildings (Cremin, 1959; Blimling, 2015). At women’s colleges, female students were 
housed on campus for their direction and supervision. In all of these decisions, RHs 
remained integral (Blimling, 2015). Undergraduate enrollments steadily increased on 
university campuses, with a significant spike due to the G.I. Bill and the Housing Act of 
1950 (Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  
What resulted was an emphasis on two sometimes divergent priorities. From an 
administrative perspective, business and finance managers were charged with 
maximizing bed space within operating budgets, feeding students, and generating revenue 
(Schroeder & Mable, 1994). The first priority emphasized the administrative and business 
aspect of housing (Blimling, 2015). For the housing and residential life staff, whose roots 
were in the student affairs movement, there was an increased focus on the value of the 
residential experience for students. “The rejection of having impersonal relations with 
students, renewed interest in returning to the collegiate model, concern over the poor 
state of student housing, safeguarding the reputation of female students, and a 
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commitment to educating the whole student gave birth to the personnel and guidance 
movement in higher education” (Blimling, 2015). This mentality prioritized a focus on 
student development and student learning in residence halls.  
This history connects to my research study because it establishes on-campus 
housing and residence halls as integral to the undergraduate experience on many 
campuses. When institutions committed to investing in housing for their students, they 
established spaces where students would experience life and learning outside of the 
classroom setting. While there are undoubtedly financial considerations to operating 
residential buildings, the CM capitalizes on the opportunity for HRL staff to engage 
student learning in less traditional settings. 
Administrative Approaches to Residence Halls 
 
The differing administrative and learning perspective priorities influence how 
RHs are designed and utilized. The differences in approach can impact the interactions 
that staff have with students in a residential setting. Research concerning this topic has 
introduced multiple structures that examine this phenomenon. The decisions an 
institution makes to value the residential experience can “have a dramatic influence on 
what facilities we build, who we assign to live there, and how we enact day-to-day 
operations” (Shushok et al., 2011, p. 14). 
 The graphic below illustrates a combination of different models which explain 
what priorities an institution may emphasize in the operation of RHs. On the far left, a 
model incorporates the overarching goals and objectives of Housing & Residence Life, 
introduced by Blimling (2015). Each of the approaches in the pyramid represents a 
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different community of practice in student affairs, highlighting how administrators may 
interact with students and different measures of success. Each approach within the 
pyramid aligns with the hierarchical structure of Riker and DeCoster’s (2008) general 
objectives for college student housing. Finally, on the far right of the graphic, examples 
of this approach and objective in practice are shown based on the research of actual 
institutions in The Tale of Three Campuses by Shushok et al. (2011). 
Figure 2.1 
Model of Integration between General Objectives of Housing and Student Affairs Approaches 
with Examples of Use 
 
Student Services 
 Blimling (2015) introduced four interconnected approaches to student affairs 
work, emphasizing how it is realized in housing and residential life. The first is a student 
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services approach, which focuses on quality management and efficiency. Student 
satisfaction dictates success in this approach (Blimling, 2015). Students are customers, 
and therefore, staff should focus solely on creating a safe, comfortable, and positive 
experience for residents. The student services approach does not support the university’s 
academic mission because administrators step away from any requirements and 
responsibilities of educating students. RHs serve a singular function: spaces where 
students can board and sleep when not involved in classes or other campus activities. The 
student services approach ensures a “provision of a satisfactory physical environment” 
and “adequate care and maintenance of the physical facilities” (Riker & DeCoster, 2008, 
p. 83). 
 Shushok et al. (2011) provided one example of an institution dedicated solely to 
the student services approach. This institution was content to maintain only the most core 
functions of their RHs. This Sleep and Eat model of housing is heavily influenced by the 
Germanic impersonal tradition of higher education. RHs are necessary evils—sleep is the 
only productive purpose of these buildings (Shushok et al., 2011). At this institution, 
administrators preferred not to explore building new RHs on campus but to simply 
maintain the facilities of the halls that that currently exist. 
 In the Sleep and Eat model, a clear distinction exists between faculty and the 
operation of RHs. It demonstrates an “institutional attitude that separates academics and 
student affairs, isolating the residential experience and minimizing opportunities for 
student learning or faculty interactions within the halls” (Shushok et al., 2011, p. 16). At 




 The second approach to student affairs work is called the student administration 
approach. In the student administration approach, the management and allocation of 
resources of RHs is emphasized through clearly designed “procedures, policies, and 
processes” (Blimling, 2015, p. 21). Organizational efficiencies are maximized through 
the decisions of the leaders. Students are simply participants who complete experiences 
and utilize housing spaces and resources as they move toward completing their 
undergraduate experiences. Riker and DeCoster (2008) describe this approach as an 
“establishment of guidelines that provide structure” (p. 83).  
 When administrators make policy decisions that streamline the residential 
experience, they may find innovative and financially-driven solutions. One example of 
this is in the Market model of housing. This model, described by Shushok et al. (2011), 
utilized public-private partnerships to fund and design new RHs. Student and parent 
satisfaction rose, given the quality and availability of new housing. Processes were 
streamlined for efficiency since they were aligned more with a corporate model. 
However, like the student services approach, the student experience lacked any 
involvement with the institution’s academic mission. In the Market model, despite the 
streamlined and efficient housing experience, the university chose not to “intervene in the 
residential lives of its students,” (Shushok et al., 2011, p. 17). 
 Both student services and student administration detach the living from the 
learning experiences for students in RHs when operating as a sole approach. Blimling 
(2015) argued that these two approaches should be intertwined with other approaches to 
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develop a more comprehensive student experience. In the services and administrative 
approaches, buildings are clean and well-maintained. Student processes are organized and 
efficient. These approaches inform streamlined housing selection processes, custodial 
responses to maintenance issues, and housing contracts and legal policies that students 
sign. However, these approaches lack a focus on how students learn and grow and how 
the academic experience intertwines with the on-campus living experience. 
Student Development 
 The student development approach emerged in the 1950s, as student affairs 
evolved into supporting holistic student growth. This approach relies heavily on 
counseling and guidance theories and frameworks (Blimling, 2015). Staff emphasize 
personal growth and development commonly attributed to the traditional undergraduate 
years. “A substantive body of literature in the field of developmental psychology 
provided a theoretical basis for student development in the areas of cognitive 
development, psychosocial development, and person-environmental interaction” 
(Blimling, 2015, p. 16). The student development approach situates student affairs 
administrators as experts in young adult human development. It allows research and 
theoretical frameworks to inform interactions with students. 
 While the student development approach is rooted in academic research and 
literature, it has the unintended effect of diverting the work of HRL staff away from the 
university’s academic mission (Blimling, 2015). Staff prioritizing specific developmental 
theories over student learning deepened the miscommunication and misunderstanding 
between faculty and student affairs. In the same manner that the student services and 
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student administration approaches disconnected from the work of faculty, the student 
development approach fell short in uniting student affairs and academic affairs. 
Student Learning 
 The student learning approach emerged to address the increasing bifurcation 
between divisions and recommit to original principles outlined in student affairs founding 
documents (Blimling, 2015). The goals of the student learning approach allow staff to 
take an active role in supporting the university’s academic mission. These goals are 
realized through engaging and assessing students in involvement in active learning 
experiences. The student learning approach highlights a commitment to effective 
resource stewardship and building collaborative partnerships across campus to educate 
students (Blimling, 2015). In considering the objectives of housing, the student learning 
approach allows for individual growth in students and “an atmosphere conducive to 
learning” (Riker & DeCoster, 2008, p. 83). 
 An example of the student learning approach in practice is a Learning model 
(Shushok et al., 2011). A Learning model highlights an institution that ascribed to a 
multidisciplinary approach to the residential environment with frequent interactions from 
faculty in student living spaces. The Learning model’s institution so valued the 
residential experience that it had a mandatory live-on requirement to enhance its overall 
educational mission. In describing the vital importance of residence life, the university 
president shared, “Living on campus provides for multiple and repeated encounters with 
other students and faculty members. The residential campus brings together learners 
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across the generations, leading to a uniquely powerful environment for both structured 
and serendipitous educational moments (Shushok et al., 2011, p. 17). 
 Each of these approaches provides a different lens for working with students, and 
there is value in considering each approach (Blimling, 2015, Kerr et al., 2020). Housing 
departments have many diverse responsibilities. These responsibilities include 
supervising paraprofessional staff, managing safety and conduct, providing social and 
educational programming, responding to care and crisis issues, and writing policy. There 
are also facilities, custodial, and project staff who regularly maintain building operations, 
clean areas, and oversee new construction and renovations. Finally, business managers 
coordinate space allocation, assignments, and billing of spaces for semester and summer 
operations. In each of these housing roles, there are opportunities to utilize different 
approaches to be most effective. Foundational elements of the housing experience include 
creating maintained and safe physical spaces with a set of guidelines with which to 
adhere. Once these core services and administrative functions have been met, the 
emphasis shifts to interpersonal interactions in which students can engage with others, 
learn and focus on individual growth (Blimling, 2015, Riker & DeCoster, 1971). 
 My research study focuses on HRL professionals in CMs, and their work should 
be primarily in the student learning approach. As educators in housing and residence life, 
there is a fundamental understanding that learning can happen in residential spaces and 
that residence life professionals have a duty to foster learning opportunities for their 
students through intentional design and collaborative partnerships. In practice, as shown 
in the Learning Model example, “there is an expectation that a coalition of academic 
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faculty and student affairs professionals provide intentional learning opportunities for 
rich learning experiences in residence” (Shushok et al., 2011, p. 18). 
 A CM demonstrates this educational intentionality through the design of “deep, 
informed, compelling, and collectively shared articulation” of what residents can learn 
through living on campus (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 6). This intentionality is integrated into the 
design of the CM through clearly articulated learning goals and outcomes, interactive and 
scaffolded educational strategies, and assessment of learning with measures achievement 
of learning outcomes. 
Embracing Student Learning 
 Considering residence halls as spaces of learning is not a leap in logic. In the late 
19th century, Newman (1873) posited that students surely learned from each other outside 
of the classroom, even without a teacher. Classroom instruction is the core function of the 
undergraduate experience, but it represents a small subset of students’ overall time. “The 
fact remains that students have substantial blocks of time that can be devoted to purposes 
other than attending or preparing for class” (Kuh & Schuh, 1991, p. 1). It is important to 
explore where students are spending significant amounts of time. For students who reside 
on campus, the answer is residence halls. 
 The residential experience at college has the potential to infuse active and 
experiential learning into the student experience. “Residence halls have the potential to 
challenge and educate students as they connect their learning experiences to their living 
realities” (Schroeder & Mable, 1994, p. 1). Vetere (2010) describes these residential 
spaces as a “ready-made laboratory for learning of important life skills” (p. 24). This 
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defines a clear rationale for the curricular approach explained similarly by Kerr & 
Tweedy (2006). 
  Residence halls, physically designed to provide students with direct access to 
 personal differences and multiple occasions for sustained dialogue, represent an 
 important setting for delivering a curriculum focused on citizenship development. 
 Few places in society allow for such close contact with peers and such profound 
 opportunities to reflect on relationships with others. Residence hall living offers a 
 powerful opportunity to engage young adults in learning that will improve the 
 quality of both their campus and their adult lives (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006, p. 9). 
 It is important to note that just because undergraduate students are placed in close 
proximity with each other, that does not necessarily guarantee that effective learning will 
occur. Harper & Quaye (2009) compare this mindset to a demonstration of negligence by 
educators. The concept of magical thinking, introduced by Chang et al. (2005), is that 
administrators assume that cultural learning will happen naturally if, for example, diverse 
students are placed in a room together. Learning will not happen without the design, 
effort, and intentionality of educators. In other words, staff must acknowledge that 
“learning requires more than serendipity” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 7). In residential 
environments, HRL professionals must serve as educators. They must anticipate the 
learning that their students will demonstrate, create environments for active learning to 
take place, and assess the achievement of that learning. If staff cannot see themselves as 
educators, then the potential for effective learning is diminished.  
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 The importance of an educator mindset for student affairs and housing and 
residence life staff cannot be overstated. From the earliest foundational documents to 
recent literature, a continuous theme calls student affairs professionals to embrace the 
role of educator (Whitt, 2006; Kerr et al., 2017; Kerr et al., 2020). Whitt (2006) shares 
that distinguished student affairs departments “hire, train, and reward staff who are 
committed to student learning” (p. 9). Kerr et al. (2017) point to this belief in being an 
educator as the lynchpin for change that occurred into a more effective approach to work. 
“If all of our student life staff… view themselves as educators and can readily quantify 
the value of educational opportunities and demonstrate related results, we will fare well” 
(Kerr et al., 2017, pp. 29-30). In order to implement innovative strategies like a curricular 
approach in residential environments, staff must value student learning beyond the 
classroom and be willing to transition away from an administrative lens towards that of 
an educator. 
The Curriculum Model 
 For institutions that believe in the educational potential of residence halls and 
have embraced the mantle of educator, the curricular approach or Curriculum Model 
(CM) provides a structured design for the implementation of learning. A CM empowers 
HRL staff in their roles as educators because it “places the responsibility for education in 
RHs with professionals who have the knowledge and expertise to design learning 
experiences” (Blimling, 2015, p. 235).  
 Kerr et al. (2020) argued that adopting the CM “is more than practitioners 
superficially changing how they refer to themselves; it is a significant change in how 
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practitioners go about their work” (p. 74). A CM designed for housing formalizes the 
learning that students achieve in their on-campus living experience. “A CM holds those 
experiences beyond the classroom, and their facilitation, to the same expectations of 
pedagogical design as any learning endeavor on a college campus” (Kerr et al., 2017, p. 
22). In other words, housing professionals in a CM are expected to perform similar 
functions as faculty members regarding pedagogical design, structured learning 
experiences, and measured assessment. 
 The most precise parallel for a CM is that of an undergraduate academic course or 
academic program. Kerr et al. (2020) articulate this correlation clearly while outlining the 
numerous aspects of a CM. 
A curricular approach begins with a broad aspirational statement of learning for 
students (similar to a general course catalogue statement of what a student will 
gain by majoring in a particular discipline), then is further refined through the 
articulation of key goals for learning (similar to the listing of core competencies 
for a discipline), which are then translated into the creation of an intentional 
student experience that leads to learning (the courses, course syllabi, course 
activities and assignments, and facilitation guides). The curricular approach 
pushes student affairs educators to be clear about their student learning goals and 
outcomes so they can provide a network of learning opportunities to attempt to 
reach each student rather than a select few who attend workshops, events, and 
leadership opportunities (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 20). 
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Kerr and Tweedy were the first student affairs professionals to write about a 
curricular approach in housing and residence life (Kennedy, 2013). In 2006, they 
published an article called Beyond Seat Time and Student Satisfaction: A Curricular 
Approach to Residential Education (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006). This article explained the 
shift in philosophy that their home institution, the University of Delaware, underwent to 
provide tangible action items for a learning-centered approach to their work (Kerr & 
Tweedy, 2006). While their department had been implementing effective programming 
for their communities in a traditional sense, they realized that the department was no 
adequately yielding data related to the effectiveness of student learning achievement 
(Kerr et al., 2020). Kerr and Tweedy sparked a movement for HRL departments across 
the continent in telling their departmental story. 
Ten Essential Elements of a Curriculum Model  
In the years following the publishing of Beyond Seat Time, the residential 
curriculum has become something of a buzzword in HRL departments. The idea of 
bolstering student learning initiatives in RHs makes sense but needs to be rooted in 
standardized practices. Kerr & Tweedy (2006) introduced a set of parameters to articulate 
what encompasses a CM. These statements are called the 10 Essential Elements for a 
Curricular Approach (10EE). “The 10 essential elements are intended to help educators 
beyond the classroom systematically adhere to practices that improve student learning, 
offer stability and sustainability, and lead to continuous improvement” (Kerr et al., 2020, 
p. 22). Since their first publication, these elements have been revised multiple times (Kerr 
et al., 2017; Brown, 2019). In 2020, the newest version of these elements was released to 
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expand each concept into a broader vision of student affairs beyond housing and 
residence life departments. The 10EE are listed below: 
1. The curricular approach is directly connected to institution mission, context, 
and student populations served. 
2. The learning aims, including educational priority, learning goals, and learning 
outcomes are derived from the institutional context. 
3. Learning aims and strategies are rooted in scholarship. 
4. Learning outcomes drive the development of educational strategies. 
5. The curricular approach utilizes a variety of educational strategies to facilitate 
student learning. 
6. Educators who have expertise, in terms of both content and pedagogy, are 
utilized to design and implement the desired learning. 
7. The curricular approach developmentally sequences learning. 
8. Campus and community partners are identified and integrated into plans. 
9. A curricular approach is developed through a review process. 
10. A curricular approach includes a cycle of assessment to improve student 
learning (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 23) 
The 10EE serve as a guide “which help ensure that curricula are focused on 
student learning and that staff are organized in their delivery of this content to provide the 
best educational experience” (Brown, 2019, p. 14). For this research study, a participating 
institution’s commitment to the 10EE demonstrates a common set of standards as a 
foundation for each CM. As a researcher, it is important that participants be familiar with 
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the 10EE and adhere to them in curricular design and implementation. The 10EE will 
provide a distinction between institutions that claim curricular work in name or actual 
practice. This measures what individuals are tasked to do in their curriculum and the 
department’s priorities concerning student learning. I plan to ensure that the institution I 
research utilizes the 10EE regularly to benchmark common experiences across 
participants.  
Structure of a Curriculum Model 
The first essential element challenges a department to focus efforts on pursuing 
the unique mission of their institution, which they call an educational priority. From this 
overarching priority, staff are tasked with designing a learning plan for students to drive 
them to achieve goals and outcomes aligned with the institution’s culture and aspirations. 
 Educators then break down this educational priority into well-defined learning 
 goals and learning outcomes, which then guide the development of strategies that 
 educators (professional staff, student staff, student leaders, peer educators, etc.) 
 use to facilitate learning in a developmentally sequenced manner. They develop 
 lesson plans or facilitator guides to support peer leaders or student facilitators—
 both in terms of content and use of sound pedagogical approaches (Kerr et al., 
 2017, pp. 24-25). 
 The structure and components of a CM are divided into two segments, learning 
aims and educational plans (Kerr et al., 2020). The learning aims provide expectations for 
learning for the students in the curriculum. These are often big-picture and sometimes 
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more abstract in terms of how they can be achieved. In a CM, the learning aims include 
an educational priority, learning goals and narratives, and learning outcomes and rubrics.  
Learning Aims 
 The educational priority should be rooted in the context and mission of the 
specific institution. Brown (2019) clarified the difference between an educational priority 
and a departmental mission statement by sharing that the educational priority is student-
driven, emphasizing an end goal of student achievement around a set of learning concepts 
(Brown, 2019). An educational priority is aspirational and attainable and strings multiple 
learning concepts together to describe the student learning experience from participation 
in the department (Kerr et al., 2020). Kerr et al. (2020) provided multiple examples of 
educational priorities, including “As a result of the student experience at Example 
University, student will be able to foster a sense of belonging for themselves and others” 
(p. 45). 
 Broad learning goals derived from the educational priority with narrative 
explanations of those goals are presented for students and staff to acknowledge where 
students should demonstrate growth. Learning goals are exemplified as generalized topics 
where student learning can be demonstrated in a variety of ways. Examples of learning 
goals for a CM can include categories such as Global Awareness, Academic Success, 
Self-Development, Civility, Well-Being, or Community Responsibility (Brown, 2019, p. 
49). Learning goals should never reflect the individual passions of a particular staff 
member in the department but rather direct students back to the culture and mission of the 
institution. “Determining the learning aims for the curricular approach is not a process of 
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creativity or innovation; it is a process of discernment about what the institution and its 
student populations have been, are, and will be” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 24). 
 More specific learning outcomes, written utilizing observable, demonstrable 
verbs, allow educators to monitor and measure student learning through action and 
learning artifacts. An effective learning outcome is simple in that it does not group 
multiple concepts but is flexible not to be contained by one type of learning assessment. 
In other words, students can achieve an effective learning outcome in a CM through 
multiple and varied methods throughout the academic year (Kerr et al., 2020). An 
example of an effective learning outcome in the learning goal of Self-Awareness would 
be that students who engage in the CM program will be able to “describe how to 
communicate effectively in relationships” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 50). 
 The educational priority, learning goals, and learning outcomes provide a 
roadmap for learning opportunities for students in a CM but still need measurements for 
learning. “It is important not only to make sure that educators create measurable learning 
outcomes for their situation, but also that they formulate and utilize assessment tools that 
evaluate that learning is occurring” (Komives & Schoper, 2006, p. 32). 
 In a CM, rubrics are aligned with each learning outcome to show mastery of 
content linking back to the overarching learning goals. Rubrics are scoring tools utilized 
to measure student performance, achievement, or mastery of a concept (Stevens & Levi, 
2005). The use of rubrics in a CM allows staff to measure student learning through 
engagement accurately. A rubric is distinct from a program evaluation because it 
emphasizes what a student demonstrates rather than how the staff implements the 
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activity. This demonstration can be shown through what a student says or does or an 
artifact such as a reflection paper, quiz, or completed roommate agreement. An effective 
rubric describes and differentiates between varying ability levels, utilizing categories like 
beginner, intermediate, advanced (Brown, 2019; Kerr et al., 2020).  
Educational Plans 
 Learning aims can provide a standard blueprint for a CM across institutions, but 
the educational plans allow creativity and uniqueness to shine. After designing the 
educational priority, learning goals, learning outcomes, and rubrics, the next 
consideration is determining how the CM will deploy for students. Kerr et al. (2020) 
described the portion of the educational plan of a curriculum to include the following 
elements: strategies, developmental sequencing, strategy-level learning outcomes, and 
facilitation guides (p. 41). 
 Diverse educational strategies allow for multiple ways to engage with students 
around the learning goals. Strategies should consider effective pedagogy and timing 
during the academic year (Brown, 2019; Kerr et al., 2020). They should seek to engage 
students where they are at, considering “how students best learn” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 
58). Doing this requires educators to continually assess and adapt their strategies for the 
needs of a changing student population. For example, a department may transition from 
traditional bulletin boards in halls with limited interaction for more interactive platforms 
such as digital newsletters or social media campaigns. This shift meets students in 
settings they already frequent. 
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 Educational strategies can include individual and intentional conversations 
between students and staff, large-scale events, regular community meetings, or 
workshops and lecture series. In housing and residence life, strategies can also include 
existing aspects of the residential experience, such as roommate agreements and 
mediations, wellness checks, conduct meetings, or incident responses (Brown, 2019). 
“Educational strategies should focus on ways to inspire students to actively engage in 
learning” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 59). Utilizing multiple educational strategies for the 
learning outcomes increases the reach to students, particularly for those who live on 
campus. A residential curriculum is tasked with reaching many residents who may or 
may not be actively engaged in their community.  
 “No single educational strategy will reach each student, and, even if it could, no 
single strategy is best for each learner” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 61). Not all students will 
interact with some strategies like mediations or conduct meetings. By implementing 
multiple strategies, a CM can ensure that staff are being proactive in engaging in student 
learning. Some students may be drawn to large events; others may appreciate 
individualized conversations. The more points of contact that staff in a CM can provide, 
the more ways they can be proactive in reaching students around the curriculum’s 
learning goals. 
 Once educational strategies for the CM are determined, the strategies can be 
planned and mapped out across the academic year. Varied educational strategies allow 
educators to be proactive. In designing the educational plan, staff should consider “the 
student experience, not departmental processes or calendar” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 59). It is 
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about what is best for student learning, not the personal passions or accommodations of 
the staff or department. 
 In a CM, learning goals and outcomes are revisited multiple times over the course 
of a year through different strategies. This repetition is intentionally done to promote 
engagement and learning. “Learning is cumulative. Developmental sequencing considers 
how to integrate what a student experiences around a specific learning goal by 
intentionally offering them opportunities to engage in strategies and content that are 
initially basic, then intermediary, and finally more advanced” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 60). In 
a math class, students must learn addition before they can understand multiplication. 
Similarly, the learning outcomes in a CM should be sequenced in a way that allows early 
engagement at an entry-level before revisiting to demonstrate a higher learning 
competency. 
 The final component of an educational plan is the facilitation guides of each 
educational strategy employed by staff throughout the year. Facilitation guides are some 
of the most structured components of a CM. They can resemble lesson plans that a 
teacher might employ in a classroom. Facilitation guides are “detailed plans that provide 
all of the information necessary so that anyone with the appropriate level of training and 
skills could execute the planned strategy” (Brown, 2019, p. 81). In an HRL department, 
facilitation guides can be used by professional staff, graduate staff, or paraprofessional 
staff. Therefore, the more detailed and comprehensive the facilitation guide is, the more 
effective it will be (Kerr et al., 2020). A quality facilitation guide communicates how 
much time the strategy should take, a rationale for the learning opportunity, what learning 
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outcomes will be achieved (including strategy-level outcomes), what pedagogy will be 
deployed, and how learning will be measured (Kerr et al., 2020). A facilitation guide can 
also incorporate modifications for different learning styles, references for additional 
resources, and opportunities for formative assessment to engage students throughout the 
learning experience.  
 While undergraduate staff, such as resident assistants, may use facilitation guides, 
they should be written by masters-level professionals with “expertise, in terms of both 
content and pedagogy” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 23). Professional staff can research 
appropriate information to be shared, collaborate with external partners who serve as 
content experts, and are knowledgeable in student development theory to recognize how 
to promote student growth and learning best. Facilitation guides for a residential 
curriculum provide structure, continuity, and assessment data that can be collected in 
residential communities across campus. They can be revised continuously to best match 
the needs and trends of the student body (Kerr et al., 2020). 
 Understanding the structure and components of a CM is critical to my research. 
Curriculum can often be a buzzword for HRL departments in student affairs. It may be 
trendy to state that the department focuses on student learning, but without the specific 
structure of a CM, there is no clear standard for how that work is measured. The 
participants in my study should be working in CMs that contain both the learning aims 
and the educational plans outlined in the preceding section. Their departments should be 
utilizing the 10 Essential Elements to guide, examine, and revise their model. The CM 
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provides a common standard for me as a researcher to understand how they navigate their 
experiences as educators and align their training and support with a common model. 
Comparisons to Traditional Approach 
Exploring the traditional model for housing and residence life interactions with 
students is beneficial to understand better the work that encompasses a CM. The 
traditional model, or programming model, speaks to my experiences as a Resident 
Assistant in my undergraduate years and as a hall director when I first began my career in 
student affairs. 
 “One of the staples of residence life departments is to educate students through 
programming efforts” (Kennedy, 2013, p. 61). This is as true today in work with CMs as 
it was decades ago in my time as an undergraduate student in a traditional model. When I 
was first employed as a Resident Assistant at Roanoke College in the fall of 2000, I 
learned all about the programming model. Years later, I would realize its shortcomings as 
a tool to promote actual learning for my residents. 
 As a sophomore, I was hired as an RA in a small residence hall of approximately 
60 continuing and international students. Many of my residents were older than I was, so 
I felt a certain degree of intimidation from the start. “The traditional programming model 
assumes that students should gain knowledge in a wide variety of areas by living in the 
residence halls” (Kennedy, 2013, p. 67). This knowledge is divided across multiple 
categories. During RA training, my supervisor gave me a list of topics I needed to 
address over the semester to “teach” my residents. These topics included spiritual 
purpose and philosophy, intellectual curiosity, leadership and life skills, physical 
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wellness, emotional wellness, and citizenship (Roanoke College, n.d.). Each month, I was 
required to plan a program around one of these topics and communicate knowledge to my 
residents. At the close of the program, I turned in a form that shared the following 
information: how many students attended, whether the program was successful, and 
receipts for any money spent. 
 I can readily admit that from a programming standpoint, I was an 
underperforming RA. I dreaded some of the topics on my list for the semester, either 
because of my limited knowledge (academic success) or my fears of how my residents 
would react (alcohol awareness). I did not have the proper knowledge and information to 
effectively share beyond a cursory web search days before my event. This is one of the 
first flaws of a traditional approach. In a traditional model, “many institutions rely on 
RAs to lead programming, but RDs, who frequently have masters’ degrees in college 
student affairs, have the training and expertise to create the most effective learning 
experiences for students” (Blimling, 2015, p. 234). I had no business teaching residents 
my age and years older than me topics that I was still navigating as an undergraduate 
student. Had I been equipped with the content and materials designed professionally, I 
may have been more prepared to have these conversations with my residents. 
As an RA, I delayed and procrastinated in completing the programs that I found to 
be more intimidating, focusing my efforts on community socials instead. I dictated what 
and when my residents would experience in any residential learning experiences. In 
addition to delaying important content because it did not suit my interest, I found myself 
to be reactionary to the actions of my community. If residents vandalized my hall one 
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weekend, my natural response was to host an educational event immediately following 
discussing the importance of respecting our shared living space. I now know that this 
traditional approach leads to programming that is designed “on the basis of the staff’s 
personal interests; skill areas or professional backgrounds; emerging crises; professional 
fads; political expediency; and special interest groups and traditions” (Schuh & Triponey, 
1993, p. 426).  
After any program, I often inflated my participation numbers to make myself look 
better on the form that I submitted to my supervisor. I even invented some programs that 
simply did not occur to complete my requirements. These forms did not assess my 
residents’ knowledge, behaviors, abilities, or efficacy around the topic. Instead, it simply 
measured attendance, participation, and satisfaction with the program. There were a list 
of check boxes to earn points for my program which correlated to my performance 
evaluation. A figure of the program evaluation form can be found in Figure 2.2. 
I would learn later that “the numbers of students in attendance and the numbers of 
programs offered were not good indications of what students learned” (Blimling, 2015, p. 
234). I did not engage partners or constituents on campus to connect with my residents to 
provide knowledge or experience. I had no idea how to gauge the achievement of 
outcomes because I had no outcomes to guide my programming, nor the means to 
observe or measure that achievement. Essentially, I threw educational parties for my 
residents, enticing them to attend through guilt and free food, while I poorly relayed 





Program Evaluation Sheet for Resident Advisors at Roanoke College 
 
The main contrast between a CM and a traditional model is intentionality, 
sequencing, and content delivery. Kerr et al. (2020) articulated a number of differences 
between each approach. 
The curricular approach is different from a traditional student affairs educational 
approach, which often focuses on singular, standalone, group-based programs and 
services frequently developed and facilitated by student leaders. The curricular 
approach allows student affairs educators to identify learning priorities for 
students in their institutional context and then make decisions about initiatives, 
experiences, resources, and outcomes to align with those learning priorities (p. 3). 
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In a traditional approach, given that undergraduate paraprofessional staff are leading 
educational efforts, there is much reliance on single points of contact with residents, 
usually “with a programming quota” (Kennedy, 2013, p. 67). Repeated programs may be 
restricted to ensure diversity, but there may be no sense when a topic might be most 
effective. Conversely, there is much opportunity for intentionality in a CM because of the 
proactive and professional design considerations. 
 In the CM, there is an opportunity to be proactive and to focus on active learning. 
“Traditional approaches to managing learning environments of RHs have usually taken a 
passive approach through which information and entertainment programs are made 
available based on student interest and availability of people to lead the sessions or 
activities” (Blimling, 2015, p. 235). A CM focuses on active learning in the following 
ways. Active involvement is encouraged and assumed, rather than relying on voluntary 
audience participation. A CM is active because it focuses on developing and growing 
community through practical problem solving, understanding, and application of life 
skills rather than offering entertainment or dissemination of content. Staff actively assess 
learning measures professionally with intentional design over-relying on input solely 







Traditional Approaches Versus Curricular Approach to Learning Beyond the Classroom 
 
Traditional Curricular 
Identifies list of general topics or categories 
to which students could be exposed 
Clearly defined and more narrowly focused 
learning aims are tied to institutional mission 
Often based on reaction to recent needs 
displayed by students 
Based on scholarly literature, national trends, 
campus data, and assessment of student 
educational needs 
Student leaders or student staff determine the 
content within the categories and the 
pedagogy 
Clearly defined learning goals and delivery 
strategies are written by those with 
educational expertise 
Determining effective pedagogy is often the 
responsibility of student leaders or student 
staff members 
Lesson plans or facilitation guides developed 
by educators with necessary expertise provide 
structure to guide facilitation of educational 
strategies 
Focuses on who will show up to publicized 
programs 
Utilizes a variety of strategies to reach each 
student 
Evaluated based on how many students attend Assesses student learning outcomes and 
effectiveness of delivery strategies 
Sessions stand alone, disconnected from what 
has come before or what will come after, and 
vary by each student leader or staff member 
Content and pedagogy are developmentally 
sequenced to best serve learners 
Often in competition with other campus units 
for students’ time and attention 
Campus and community partners are 
integrated into the strategies; content and 
pedagogy are subject to review (internal and 
external) 
Kerr et al., 2020, p. 4 
 
In explaining their shift from a traditional model to a curricular approach, Kerr 
and Tweedy drew from publications articulating the work of student affairs. Their model 
acknowledged the value of focusing on holistic student learning expanding beyond the 
classroom (ACE, 1937). The curriculum at UD was dedicated to a belief that 
“experiences in various in-class and out-of-class settings, both on and off the campus, 
contribute to learning and personal development” (ACPA, 1996, n.p.). Ultimately, the 
residential curriculum that they created answered the challenge from Keeling (2004) that 
stated that “student affairs educators have not intentionally or systematically focused on 
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abstract or transferrable learning derived from the out-of-classroom experiences they 
have designed” (p. 9). What they created was intended to be focused on learning, 
intentionally designed, and holistically focused. It specifically was designed to align with 
the mission and values expressed about UD. 
Lasting Impact of the Curriculum Model 
Ten years following the implementation of a residential curriculum on the 
University of Delaware campus, Kerr and Tweedy reflected on the impact of their work 
on the field. “We did not fully understand that this new model would change so much of 
our work and shift the entire paradigm of how we approach our roles on campus, and, in 
fact, how we view ourselves as educators” (Kerr et al., 2017, p. 22). The curricular 
approach is an emerging model in the field of student affairs. It has experienced growth, 
momentum, and evolution (Kennedy, 2013; Kerr et al., 2017; Kerr et al., 2020). The 
impact of the curricular approach on the field has been sizeable as more campuses 
continue to adopt this approach (Kennedy, 2013; Blimling, 2015; Kerr et al., 2017; Kerr 
et al., 2020). 
Transitioning from the CM 
 Working in a Curriculum Model framework has been shown to have benefits for 
staff. Kropf (2020) discussed the benefits of less administrative work, less reactive 
responses to issues that occur in residential communities, and departments using data to 




 Just because an institution attends ACPA ICA does not necessarily mean that they 
will adopt the curricular approach. Likewise, there is no guarantee that institutions who 
have implemented a CM will continue that approach. There is no database to determine 
whether an institution is using a CM or implementing it based on the 10 Essential 
Elements of a Curricular Approach. I contacted a group of ACPA ICA faculty who 
conduct CM consulting on campuses across the country to determine if they knew of 
institutions that had shifted away from curriculum after having implemented the model. I 
only learned of one institution that was no longer implementing a CM. 
 The HRL department at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 
evolved from their CM to further align with the student affairs divisional framework. 
Instead of relying on professionals to design, sequence, and deliver learning experiences 
for students, students are empowered to engage in personal learning design (Cardone, 
2018). Personal learning design allows students to customize their learning experience in 
college, “making it deeply personal and relevant to their goals” (Cardone, 2018, p. 15). 
Students navigate a virtual system of resources at their own pace and in their preferred 
order with the opportunity to reflect on their learning and continued application of 
concepts. The personal learning design framework maintains an emphasis on student 
learning and self-authorship. It also grants students even more control of their own 
experience rather than being dictated by professionals. 
Parallels to Classroom Instruction 
 Given the newness of the concept of the curricular approach in HRL, it is valuable 
to consider parallels to other aspects of higher education. In a CM, staff must see 
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themselves as educators and align the student learning experiences that they design to the 
university’s academic mission. In doing this, HRL educators are completing work 
similarly to faculty working with students in the classroom. To take this analogy further, 
one can compare the structure of a CM with the structure of a classroom syllabus. 
 Each CM has both an educational priority and a set of overarching learning goals. 
These represent the broad learning that is expected of students who participate in the 
curriculum of the department. For a residential curriculum in a HRL department, the 
students included in the educational priority and learning goals encompass all students 
who reside in on-campus housing. Whether these students live on campus for one 
semester or multiple years, the CM expects that those students will experience growth 
and learning related to the educational priority and learning goals. This concept compares 
to the generalized information about a specific major or course of study in an academic 
course catalogue (Kerr et al., 2020). Students have informational access to what they are 
expected to learn, what experiences they may have through coursework, and what 
knowledge they will demonstrate at the culmination of their progression through the 
program. Just as this information is readily available to students who are enrolling for 
courses, so must the educational priority and learning goals in a CM be accessible to 
students in settings outside of the classroom. 
 The course syllabus represents another parallel between the in-class teaching 
experience and how student affairs educators can foster learning in a CM. “Educational 
plans are analogous to a course syllabus and contain in one document the components of 
necessary for successful implementation of the curriculum” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 57). 
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Nilson (2016) listed the components of an effective undergraduate syllabus to include the 
following concepts. There should be a list of “curricular requirements your course 
satisfies” (Nilson, 2016, p. 67). This list represents the broad learning goals that connect 
to the institution or college expectations. On a syllabus, this may represent competencies 
such as writing proficiency, speaking skills, or ethics. Similarly, each educational 
strategy in a CM must connect back to the learning goal in which it supports, as well as 
the educational priority of the CM. 
 An effective syllabus must also include student learning outcomes for the course 
(Nilson, 2016). In a syllabus, “a learning outcome is a statement of exactly what your 
students should be able to do after completing your course or at specified points during 
the course” (Nilson, 2016, p. 18). Effective learning outcomes utilize observable and 
measurable terms that provide performance conditions and criteria for assessing student 
performance. Student performance verbs can be scaffolded to allow for introductory 
demonstration of learning early in the course and higher-level demonstration as student 
proficiency increases (Nilson, 2016). Educators use a similar taxonomy in creating and 
assigning learning outcomes to the student experience in a CM.  
 A syllabus should include details regarding how student learning will be 
measured, whether that be through assigned essays, exams, presentations, or projects. 
Nilson (2016) encouraged using keys or rubrics with dimensions to provide clarity for 
students at the beginning of the semester. Rubrics are similarly required for each 
educational strategy in a CM. As discussed in the previous section, rubrics provide a 
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standard of measure which allows staff to place students along a continuum of 
demonstrated learning through artifacts or observation. 
 In a CM, it is important to note that rubrics can “provide a framework for 
assessing student learning collectively rather than by individual student” (Kerr et al., 
2020). Grades are not distributed for participation and engagement in a CM, nor does this 
count towards any academic transcript for the student. In a CM, “the experiences are not 
typically required, nor can the intended learning be scheduled as one might schedule a 
topic on a syllabus” (Bloland et al., 1996, p. 224). This challenges educators in a CM to 
be creative in the educational strategies employed and the design and use of rubrics. A 
residential curriculum in a HRL department may not mandate quizzes or papers from 
students. However, they can collect artifacts of student learning or observations to place 
students along a rubric.  
 Assessment strategies often employed by educators in CMs are called Classroom 
Assessment Techniques (CATs). CATs are in-the-moment, formative assessment 
strategies that help “individual college teachers obtain useful feedback on what, how 
much, and how well their students are learning” (Angelo & Cross, 1993, p. 3). Instead of 
waiting until the end of the semester or the next large-scale assignment, educators can 
capture the knowledge and retention of content-specific topics to adapt and course-
correct instruction (Angelo & Cross, 1993). A CAT does not need to contribute to a final 
grade in the classroom but can provide valuable information on how students are 
processing information. For educators in a CM, CATs “provide a wide variety of 
assessment strategies that are readily applied to learning beyond the classroom” (Kerr et 
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al., 2020, p. 69). Angelo and Cross (1993) provided fifty different assessment techniques, 
many of which can occur outside a classroom setting. Examples include one-sentence 
summaries, concept maps, muddiest points, opinion polls, discussion circles, concept 
mapping, or pro and con grids. Through the use of CATs to engage students in the CM, 
staff can be proactive in designing student learning experiences to continually collect 
learning data from students that map to the learning outcomes of the curriculum (Bloland 
et al., 1996).  
Existing Research about CM 
 While attendance and engagement in the yearly ACPA Institute on the Curricular 
Approach have exponentially grown each year, there is still limited research about how 
CMs are impacting institutions, staff, and students (Lichterman, 2016). Since the seminal 
Beyond Seat Time and Student Satisfaction article in 2007, few published articles, 
research studies, and books specifically document this approach. From a researcher’s 
standpoint, limited existing research speaks to the importance of this study as a tool to 
further knowledge about this topic in the field. 
 Lichterman (2016) completed a case study that interacted with 30 participants 
from a HRL department at a “public, mid-sized, coeducational institution in the Midwest 
region of the United States” (p. 133). This study utilized survey and ethnographic 
interviews, focus groups, document analyses, and a photo storytelling activity with the 
staff. The research study spoke with both staff and students about their work in a CM, 
exploring how the organization experienced and navigated change. Participants shared 
both successes and challenges in their work in a CM. Staff participants discussed how 
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they incorporated new information, language, and communication styles. Staff, in 
particular, faced more language changes than the students experienced. However, staff 
remarked how “the residential curriculum approach seemed to influence language choices 
that espoused the institutional and departmental missions and priorities” (Lichterman, 
2016, p. 164). 
 Moreover, staff faced new responsibilities in their work in a CM. In the design 
and implementation of a CM on their campus, staff and students experienced a new 
structure, which they perceived positively and negatively. Several participants 
commented on “an increased use of learning outcomes to articulate what students and 
staff should learn within the residence halls” (Lichterman, 2016, p. 164). Training was 
necessary for staff to develop efficacy around implementing a CM. The department 
employed what was called Mini Residential Curriculum Institutes (RCIs) for their staff. 
While most staff discussed the Mini RCIs positively, they also shared the challenges with 
understanding and achieving content, particularly on new responsibilities such as writing 
lesson plans. One participant shared that lesson plan writing was “an intense experience 
and that staff had to work into the evenings to finish work” (Lichterman, 2016, p. 171). 
 This research was also published in an article, which described some of the 
study’s key findings. One of the positive implications of implementing the CM on 
campus was that staff and students experienced a “newfound sense of departmental 
direction” (Lichterman & Bloom, 2019, p. 59). This direction, connected to the CM, 
provided structure and clarity to their work. Through the implementation of the CM, 
participants “found a departmental culture of unity and cohesiveness around the notion of 
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student and staff learning” (Lichterman & Bloom, 2019, p. 60). In other words, staff 
recognized their roles as educators in the student learning process. However, the tasks of 
an educator do not always come easily in a curricular framework. Lichterman and Bloom 
(2019) recommended that departments working in a CM “proactively plan for continuing 
education on the curricular approach” (p. 65). This was especially important given the 
nature of a housing department that sees heightened turnover. The organizational culture 
can impact how new employees can be integrated into the CM and its daily practices 
(Lichterman & Bloom, 2019). 
 This literature is important to my research study because it uncovered experiences 
from HRL staff connected to my questions. Participants in the study discussed 
experiencing a learning curve related to completing specific tasks in the CM. This 
learning curve encompassed developing learning outcomes and writing lesson plans 
(facilitation guides). Additionally, the study determined that there was a desire for 
improved communication across the organization with opportunities to “designate 
practices and timeframes for facilitating individual, group, and written feedback about the 
curricular approach to all levels of staff within the organization” (Lichterman & Bloom, 
2019, p. 65). This demonstrates the importance of support for staff working in the CM 
and can connect to the types of learning partnerships that staff may be experiencing in 
their work. 
 Sanders (2018) explored the impact of a residential curriculum on first-year 
students at a public, four-year institution in the southeast of the United States. The 
institution utilized a CM through their housing and residential communities department 
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but explored student engagement across the Student Affairs division. This study utilized a 
survey instrument for first-year undergraduate students to respond to their college 
experience, citing experiences with co-curricular organization involvement, resource 
access, academic activities, and residential experiences. The research study found many 
positive effects of the curriculum on first-year student experiences. This was explicitly 
seen in how students used “housing staff as a resource to help or resolve a question or 
problem” (Sanders, 2018, p. 92), which, in turn, led to higher student engagement and 
perspective-taking. Connecting with peers in the residential community supported growth 
in their sense of belonging and institutional commitment. Negative correlations showed 
that participation in housing social programs did not increase their sense of belonging or 
diversity appreciation (Sanders, 2018).  
 This research study primarily focused on the student experiences within a CM, 
but there are some connections to my research study. First of all, this study confirms that 
programming, particularly in traditional formats, can negatively impact students. That 
said, there are many positive ways that innovative staff interactions with students, such as 
through intentional conversations and relationship building, can lead to more positive 
impacts. These findings highlight the importance of how staff can interact with students 
in meaningful ways and further enforces the importance of seeing the educational 
potential of staff in their work with students. There are limitations to programming in 




 Kropf (2020) completed a research study that explored the experiences of HRL 
staff implementing CMs at five different institutions across the United States. At each 
university, two staff members were selected for semi-structured interviews on their 
experiences with their curricula in their departments. The study explored participants’ 
experiences in their departments through the lenses of learning organizations. Through 
analysis of interviews, themes emerged to show that organizational structure and vision 
had a significant impact on participants’ experiences. This structure was represented 
through roles and positions in the department, support and vision for change, allocation 
of resources and budget, structure of meetings, and commitment to effective recruitment, 
hiring, training, and engagement with the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach 
(Kropf, 2020).  
 Moreover, this study articulated the importance of personal mastery and team 
learning, emphasizing the skills of model implementation and assessment of learning and 
the realization and understanding of being an educator (Kropf, 2020). Participants 
remarked on their journeys of realization of being an educator. One stated that they 
“trained on mindset shifts, reviewed articles and discuss them in large groups or 
structured discussions with partners” (Kropf, 2020, p. 114). Another noted that training 
“feels like graduate school, where you are given books, there are common readings, and 
staff are expected to read articles and discuss them” (Kropf, 2020, p. 115). In this study, 
participants repeatedly spoke of their recognition of seeing themselves as educators, 
learners, and scholar-practitioners. ACPA ICA and on-campus training modeled this for 
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them. The departments served as learning organizations that embraced a culture of 
teaching, learning, and growth. 
 This research study was most salient to my plans for research. In learning from 
the day-to-day experiences of HRL staff, Kropf (2020) shared how participants’ 
organizations were learning organizations and whether the organizations positively or 
negatively impacted participants’ work in a CM. My study intends to focus on 
participants’ journeys to recognize their role as educators and the individual and group 
support they experience through learning partnerships. What are the moments of growth 
that they experience in their time in the CM? How are they specifically supported, not 
just by the department but by individual partnerships? 
External Pressures in Higher Education 
Several external factors impacting higher education have supported the shift to a 
curricular approach in student affairs and housing and residence life. A CM responds to 
many of the external challenges and perceived dangers that have long threatened the 
identity and success of institutions. Birnbaum and Shushok (1998) described these ever-
present crises related to public confidence in institutions, questions about the value and 
relevance of an undergraduate degree, and frequent financial crises. Pasque (2010) 
expanded on these same issues and also discussed the challenges of responding to 
increasingly diverse student bodies, supporting students with higher needs, decreased 
state and federal funding coupled with rising costs. These pressures can similarly impact 
academic affairs and student affairs (ACPA, 1994; Hirsch & Burack, 2001). “In the 
current context of higher education in the United States, colleges and universities are 
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inundated with calls for greater accountability, cost reductions, increased return on 
investment, data-proving impact, and more. It seems students, families, community 
members, employers, and legislators are all asking for institutions of higher education to 
do more with less” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 1) 
A CM responds to many of these challenges by elevating the role of student 
affairs to educators and contributing to the educational value of the out-of-classroom 
experience through learning outcomes and assessment. Learning outcomes, educational 
strategies, and lesson plans in a CM are professionally designed with the university 
mission and student learning theory in mind. Through implementing a CM, student 
affairs and HRL educators can provide intentional and scaffolded professional learning 
experiences that can be assessed and reported. “One of the biggest strengths of 
curriculum is that it surfaces student learning, is able to measure that with data, and that 
data, in turn, allows for continuous improvement through intentional educational design” 
(Brown, 2019, p. 125). As a result of this intentionality, each learning experience is 
carefully vetted, and resources of money, time, and staff are thoughtfully considered to 
maximize effectiveness. When the work of housing and residence life complements and 
supports the overall academic mission of the institution, these staff members are no 
longer simply extracurricular enrichment coordinators but integral educators on campus. 
“Not only is it important for student affairs professionals to demonstrate their value 
because of accountability pressures, but research shows they have much to contribute to 




Training Housing & Residence Life Professionals  
 The curricular approach is distinctly different from the traditional programming 
model. A CM establishes structure and accountability to further support the university’s 
academic mission through an emphasis on student learning. As discussed in this chapter, 
it is critical for staff in a CM to acknowledge their roles as educators. More than that, 
these staff members must be skilled to complete curriculum design and implementation 
tasks. “Making this shift is more than practitioners superficially changing how they refer 
to themselves; it is a significant change in how practitioners go about their work” (Kerr et 
al., 2020, p. 74). It is essential to consider how staff are introduced to and trained on the 
CM. “Because constructing high-quality learning environments for students requires 
educators who have the capacities to see the world complexly, we must begin to construct 
high-quality learning environments for educators” (Baxter Magolda, 2014, p. 9). 
 Since its first introduction as the Residential Curriculum Institute hosted at the 
University of Delaware in January 2007, the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach 
(ICA) has served as the primary conduit for student affairs staff to learn about the 
curricular approach. In its early years, the curriculum institute was hosted on a different 
university campus that had implemented a CM in their HRL department (Brown, 2019). 
In 2018, due to an increasing participant interest from student affairs departments outside 
of housing and residence life, the ACPA Residential Curriculum Institute was renamed 
the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach. ICA has experienced a significant degree 
of popularity since its inception. The first institute in 2007 represented 74 participants 
from 36 different institutions (Lichterman, 2016). In 2020, there were over 537 
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participants (Hoffman, personal correspondence). ICA has drawn participants exploring 
CM as an alternative framework for practice or for participants seeking to further their 
knowledge and skills around an existing CM on their campus. 
 The structure and sequencing of the ACPA ICA follow a similar pattern each 
year. A faculty team with expertise around CM implementation creates and designs a 
uniform and sequenced learning experience for participants. Sessions are designed to 
scaffold learning intentionally, and the ICA faculty present sessions throughout the 
institute. At the start of the institute, a plenary presentation introduces the curricular 
approach and details the 10 Essential Elements of a Curricular Approach and the 
structure of a CM. Afterward, a showcase institution shares how they have designed and 
implemented a unique CM that meets the needs of students on their campus and 
demonstrates the results of their curricular work. Other institutions are invited to provide 
showcase presentations highlighting their own CMs. A resource fair during the institute 
provides tangible tools that can support institutions in creating or revising their own 
models. Integrated keynote speakers share research and knowledge about student learning 
outside of the classroom. 
 Participants of ICA are divided into two tracks of learning. The “New to ICA” 
track consists of sequenced sessions that prepare participants to create a CM for their 
department or division. The sessions for the “New to ICA” track in 2020 included 
designing an educational priority, creating goals, narratives, and outcomes, exploring 
strategies and sequencing, assessing student learning, and transforming concepts into 
action (ACPA, 2020). 
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 The “Returning to ICA” track gives returning ICA participants the opportunity to 
revisit concepts of the CM at a deeper level. At the 2020 institute, returning participants 
had the opportunity to consider their departments as learning organizations, prepare for 
organizational change that comes from CM implementation, discuss strategies for 
engaging external constituents and stakeholders, design effective pedagogy and skill 
development, build effective rubrics, and design a review and evaluation process for their 
CM (ACPA, 2020). In addition to the showcase presentations, keynotes, resource fairs, 
and sessions, participants have the opportunity to meet with faculty for individual 
consultations. In these consultations, participants can ask questions about creating a CM 
on their campus, troubleshoot challenges, and determine solutions to engage staff and 
implement a curriculum at their institution.  
 The ACPA ICA is focused on building a community of learners that can share 
knowledge about their work in designing and implementing CMs on their respective 
campuses. Faculty and participants are eager to share successes and failures alike. The 
energy and enthusiasm for this curricular work are palpable. However, there are many 
challenges for participants at the institute.  
 While participants may be empowered to lead change on their campus, they may 
be returning to a campus that does not share the knowledge, excitement, or core skills 
needed to move their department forward with a CM. For many campuses, the logistics of 
sending entire staff teams to the institute is not feasible. Participants may struggle with 
buy-in from staff and supervisors in implementing change. Staff who may have felt 
invigorated during the institute may feel isolated and lonely when pushing the CM 
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forward on campus. This isolation can be exacerbated by the challenges of learning new 
skills associated with CM implementation. Mini institutes, training, and workshops 
within the department can help, but those leading the effort may find it challenging to 
recreate the environment and culture of ICA. 
 While the ACPA ICA plays a critical role in expanding CMs at institutions across 
the country, it cannot be the single driver for training staff to be effective educators in a 
curricular approach. The structured learning from ICA must be communicated well once 
ICA participants return to campus. This education falls on the departmental staff to 
conduct. Kropf (2020) explained, “if attending ICA or hosting ICA faculty on campus is 
not something that can financially happen on an annual basis, it is vital and important for 
staff to be well educated on the curricular model” (p. 156). This includes experiential 
learning experiences for staff on a range of topics. 
 All staff must understand why the curricular approach is connected to our mission 
as student affairs and HRL educators. Additionally, staff must be equipped to complete 
the operational practices of a CM, including the development and use of learning 
outcomes, rubrics, and facilitation guides. When considering what full-time staff may be 
experiencing in implementing curriculum, it is important to consider whether they have 
attended ACPA ICA. If not, how were they trained on their CM? How are they 
experiencing their work as an educator? How have staff used peers, mentors, and 
supervisors to help them navigate their work in the CM? In addition to training through 
workshops, consultant visits, or mini curriculum institutes, how do they receive ongoing 
professional development related to their CM? 
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 The success of a CM falls on the educators who implement the curriculum for 
their students. ACPA ICA may be a catalyst for an institution adopting this framework 
for implementation on their campus, but the training and preparation of all staff must be a 
priority (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). Effective training is especially important in an HRL 
department, given the frequent turnover of staff and the decentralization of staff 
throughout residence halls and apartments across campus. “Robust training programs are 
necessary to increase staff competence and capacity to design and implement CM 
programs” (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019, p. 34). 
 Stauffer and Kimmel (2019) outlined several considerations for training HRL 
staff to implement a CM, as demonstrated at the University of Delaware. First, trainers 
clearly articulated student learning goals to staff to understand the model’s philosophy 
and rationale. This allowed for growth as a team and individually as professional staff 
can “establish their own educational goals for student learning” (Stauffer & Kimmel, 
2019, p. 37). In doing this, the department was able to find common language and ground 
in communicating about the CM both internally and externally. Additionally, individuals 
could have the opportunity to see their own work as educators in student learning. 
 Effective training at the University of Delaware stemmed from continuous 
learning opportunities. Staff support was not simply a standalone session at the beginning 
of the year but “integrating concepts in development opportunities throughout the year” 
(Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019, p. 38). It was recommended that trainers consider training a 
guided process for staff that incorporates completing smaller tasks that build into a final 
curricular product (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). This is particularly effective for more 
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detailed and unfamiliar tasks such as writing facilitation guides. Throughout this 
continued development, encourage staff to complete written reflections on their 
experiences and provide regular feedback and support. 
 Finally, CM trainers at the University of Delaware assessed staff competency 
regularly and adapted training and development as needed. This was important from both 
a philosophy and skill standpoint. Through assessment, the department was able to 
“identify both their comfort with various skills (i.e. creating a rubric) as well as 
completing specific tasks (i.e. writing a learning outcome)” (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019, p. 
39). 
 For this research study, the ACPA ICA played a critical role. Study participants 
had to be engaged in a CM that follows the 10 Essential Elements of a Curricular 
Approach and the structural design of a CM. The showcase institutions at ICA vetted by 
ACPA ICA faculty provided an effective inroad for me to explore potential participants. 
For this reason, I believed that a HRL department that had recently presented as a 
showcase institution at ICA would be the best fit for participants. This representation 
would mean that this institution had attended multiple ICAs and has an established CM 
on campus. It was probable that the institution continues to send HRL staff to ICA and 
completed on-campus training and development for staff to improve their CMs 
continually. 
 Although ICA provided a standard for participant selection, my research study 
explored how HRL staff experience CM training and development on their home 
campuses. Only a few of my participants had attended the curriculum institute, so their 
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learning experiences were drawn from the training and development offered by the 
department. All participants experienced a combination of ICA attendance, external 
consultants, workshops, mini-institutes, and staff development. “There is no perfect 
solution to the challenge of preparing staff to successfully implement a residential 
curriculum” (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019, p. 39). A framework does not exist, but this 
research study provided insight into how staff saw themselves as educators and were 
prepared to complete the tasks required of a CM.  
Theoretical Framework 
 Transitioning to a CM requires a paradigm shift for a professional staff that 
acknowledges a personal belief of self as an educator and is equipped with a skillset to 
implement curricular work. A CM is not a traditional programming model with 
prescribed student experiences that do not capture learning. Implementing a curriculum in 
a HRL department requires a depth of thought, understanding of pedagogy, adaptation to 
different nuanced learning environments, intentionality in design, and effective 
engagement with students as learners. Nevertheless, the catalyst for work in a CM lies in 
acknowledging oneself as an educator and trusting oneself to navigate challenging 
circumstances.  
 The Learning Partnerships Model (LPM) provides a structure for exploring how 
staff can grow in their knowledge and self-belief around being an educator and 
implementing a curricular approach in housing and residence life. The LPM was 
developed as a result of Baxter Magolda’s (2001, 2009) longitudinal research study that 
followed the experiences of college students and how they navigated their world. Thirty-
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nine of the participants continued to interview throughout their 20s and 30s. “Her 
participants explained that as they worked to meet adaptive challenges in their work and 
education, they were challenged to make complex decisions, use their personal authority, 
and work collaboratively with others” (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015, p. 17). Through 
their experiences, both in college and beyond, participants demonstrated growth in what 
Baxter Magolda (2001) described as self-authorship. 
Self-Authorship 
 The theory of self-authorship is rooted in the concept of an individual using their 
“internal voice and core personal values to guide” decision-making and develop an 
understanding of the world (Baxter Magolda, 2009, p. 2). Self-Authorship moves 
individuals from external definitions of the world as dictated to participants by authority 
figures. When seeing the world through external definitions, college participants were 
“absorbed with finding out what authorities thought” (Baxter Magolda, 2004, p. xxvii). 
As participants became aware that some answers could be debated or could not be found 
at all, they entered the crossroads. At the crossroads, participants began to acknowledge 
their own values and sense of identity in the context of the world. In a sense, they began 
to recognize that their personal experiences held value and that understanding could 
emerge from within, not just dictated by parents, teachers, ministers, or other authority 
figures. From there, participants moved toward self-authorship by learning to listen to 
and trust an internal belief system based on lived experiences. In self-authorship, 
knowledge is not black-and-white but contextual. In the journey toward self-authorship, 
while participants may not shift “the fundamental basis of their values and beliefs, they 
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used their own hands to make their values and beliefs their own” (Baxter Magolda, 2009, 
p. 8). 
 It is important to reiterate that their experiences did not solely influence the 
participants in this study in their undergraduate education. Growth in self-authorship 
continued beyond college and into adulthood (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). In fact, 
Baxter Magolda (2014) shared that “longitudinal participants reported spending most of 
their twenties negotiating these crossroads” (p. 4).  
 “Post-college employment provided another major source of experiences that 
promoted self-authorship. Participants entered the workforce in numerous occupations in 
diverse settings” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, pp. 39-40). Some stayed at the same 
institution or organization, while others frequently transferred jobs, schools, and career 
fields. The participants in my study should mirror this experience, as many professionals 
in student affairs and HRL can transition to new roles or institutions frequently. Most 
entry-level positions in housing and residence life are held for 2-4 years before leaving 
for different roles (St. Onge et al., 2008; Davidson, 2012). I anticipated that participants 
would be experiencing their journeys toward self-authorship amid their work in housing 
and residence life.  
 Self-authorship serves as a lens for participants to answer three questions: “Who 
am I? What do I want in relationships? How do I know what to believe?” (Baxter 
Magolda, 2009, p. 1). These are questions that guided my interest in what participants 
were experiencing with implementing a CM. When answering the question, “who am I?” 
are they able to see themselves as an educator for their students? Have they embraced 
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that term in their self-definition? When thinking about what they want in relationships, 
are there aspects of learning and growth for themselves, peers, and students? Are these 
concepts outcome-driven? How do these relationships define the context of work in a 
CM? Finally, how did participants answer the question, “How do I know what to 
believe?” I was also curious to see how this aligns with learning and curriculum. Did they 
demonstrate the skills needed to implement CM, and do they feel prepared for this 
endeavor? While each answer to these three questions is seen through the lens of CM and 
only represents a fraction of what self-authorship explores, I believed that the answers 
could play a significant role in how effectively staff can implement a CM in its intended 
framework. A developed sense of self and trust in an internal voice can effectively 
deepen a participant’s ability to complete tasks in a complex environment. In reflecting 
on these three questions, participants “shift from being defined by others to defining 
themselves and their own experience, moving from initial toward more complex 
developmental capacities” (Cardone et al., 2013, p. 3). 
Learning Partnerships Model 
 While it may seem that the self-authorship journey is a highly individualized 
experience, it is not. The Learning Partnerships Model (LPM) is an integral component of 
supporting participants moving toward self-authorship. Participants in the longitudinal 
research study consistently spoke of the relationships that guided their navigation of 
challenging circumstances in education, work, and personal life (Baxter Magolda, 2004; 
Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Baxter Magolda, 2009; Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015). 
Baxter Magolda (2009) described these relationships as good partners in the journey, 
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which helped foster participant growth towards self-authorship. These partners were 
peers, mentors, supervisors, employers, friends, or others who played significant roles in 
the participants’ lives. Valuable partners in the LPM found ways to “appropriately 
challenge and support students through their learning experience” (Cardone et al., 2013, 
p. 7). Good partners recognized and acknowledged the complexity of the decisions 
participants faced and worked with them to determine solutions. In the LPM, partners 
were effective by “portraying learning as a complex process in which learners bring their 
own perspectives to bear on deciding what to believe and simultaneously share 
responsibility with others to construct knowledge” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. 
xviii). 
 There must be a precise balance of challenge and support for learners when 
serving as a partner in the LPM. “Development requires an optimal balance of challenge 
and support, challenge is necessary but insufficient component of a learning partnership. 
Support—which takes the form of people, policies, and/or programs that help you deal 
with and grow from the challenge you encounter—is also essential” (Taylor & Baxter 
Magolda, 2015, pp. 20-21). 
 Regarding challenge, three key assumptions about learning should be addressed to 
support someone developing toward self-authorship effectively. First, a learning partner 
must recognize “knowledge as complex and socially constructed” (Baxter Magolda & 
King, 2004, p. 41). Just as students who were still using external formulas to understand 
the world began to realize that authorities did not have all of the answers, so must 
learning partners recognize the ambiguity and multiple interpretations of existing 
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knowledge. By challenging learners to trust and believe their own experiences, learning 
partners can assist the learner in building an internal belief system. Secondly, learning 
partners must acknowledge that knowledge construction begins in the individual self. A 
learning partner should encourage learners to develop a clear understanding and 
definition of self, including how they best work, learn, and interact with others. By 
building this internal identity, learners can recognize how they interact with the world 
around them and respond to challenges in productive ways. Third, a learning partner must 
find a balance of providing authority and expertise only through the context of mutually 
constructed meaning between all participants. In other words, a learning partner and 
learner should share equal roles in making meaning of a situation and deciding a course 
of action. The learning partner should not decide for the learner what to do, even if that 
partner has experienced something similar in the past. By seeking a mutual and 
interdependent understanding of the circumstances, both the learning partner and learner 
build trust to respond effectively (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 
 A learning partner must also provide support to a learner who is moving toward 
self-authorship. There are three principles for learning that allow learning partners to 
support learners effectively. First, a learning partner must validate the learner’s capacity 
to know how to respond to a situation (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). The trust built 
between the learner and learning partner is most evident when the partner places value on 
the existing knowledge and experience that the learner already possesses. This knowledge 
does not have to be directly related to the task at hand; a learning partner can find 
transferrable skills and life experiences that have the potential to be highly applicable in 
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the new setting. Along these lines, the second principle is that learning is situated in the 
learner’s experience. Prior learning provides a basis for knowledge that will only grow in 
a new setting with new challenges. Learning partners should respect what learners bring 
to the situation and offer opportunities to demonstrate capacity through autonomy with 
continued support. By micro-managing a learner, a learning partner risks damaging the 
trust and limiting opportunity for growth. Finally, learning partners must “define learning 
as mutually constructed meaning” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. 41). When learners 
and learning partners connect and integrate personal knowledge in a collaborative setting, 
all have the opportunity to see the situation through multiple, unique perspectives. This 
allows for both the autonomy of understanding a personal viewpoint in the context of the 
bigger picture and recognizing and negotiating the needs of others through connection 
and collaboration (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 
 Learning partnerships are seen in many aspects of the post-college experience, 
including work in student affairs. “Research has demonstrated that most college students 
do not evidence self-authorship by the time they graduate” (Barber et al., 2013, p. 870). 
The LPM supporting learners’ growth toward self-authorship was “evident in educational 
and employment settings that used participants’ existing knowledge and experiences as a 
basis for continued learning and decision making” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. 
42). Participants described valuable experiences with learning partners across all fields, 
particularly in spaces where “ambiguity, complexity, and social constructions of 
knowledge were common” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. 55). Therefore, 
workspaces that require high amounts of collaborative interactions, rapid decision 
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making, and intentional planning and design can allow for appropriate challenge and 
support for individual growth through LPMs.  
 A housing and residence life department is ideal for fostering learning 
partnerships for staff because professionals working in a CM already promote learning 
environments for their students and staff. HRL staff work in environments that exemplify 
complex decision-making, adaptability, intentionality, and autonomy described in the 
self-authorship research study (Baxter Magolda, 2004). “Daily residence hall living 
requires students to resolve issues with roommates about visitation, study hours, 
cleanliness; to negotiate with neighbors over noise and use of common space; to interact 
with others from different ethnic, racial, and values backgrounds; and to make choices 
about drugs, alcohol, and sexual behavior” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. 192). This 
is a glimpse into what HRL educators engage within their workspace, especially those in 
live-in HRL roles. In addition, those working in a CM are also grappling with their own 
efficacy in curriculum implementation as educators.  
 There is a complexity to utilizing the Learning Partnerships Model as a 
framework for research on staff experiences. This is because staff may be serving as 
learning partners for students in their self-authorship journeys while they navigate their 
own growth and development. Educators may be partnering in their students’ learning 
while seeking beneficial partners for themselves. In other words, the LPM  
requires authentic transformation on behalf of students and professional staff  
alike. As we asked students to reconsider and (re)author their beliefs, identity, and  
relationships, we walk the journey with them, reconsidering our own beliefs,  
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identity, and relationships. Each of us embarked on a transformative journey  
professionally and personally through our application of the LPM to our work. 
(Cardone et al., 2013, p. 9) 
LPM for Partners 
 Organizations can be structured to promote learning partnerships. Additionally, 
there are specific ways in which a learning partner can structure and support individuals, 
particularly in work settings beyond the college experience. These strategies can be 
employed by supervisors, mentors, peers, and teams. First of all, learning partners must 
take the time to connect to “identify developmentally appropriate expectations for 
learners and learning environments” (Cardone et al., 2013, pp. 4-5). There should be a 
deep investment in the learner and their ongoing development through growth around 
their learning edge (Baxter Magolda, 2004). Learners should be pushed to the edges of 
their comfort zones, which promotes expanding perspective and building competency 
towards new tasks. Throughout all of this, learning partners should encourage active 
participation and engagement in the learning process (Cardone et al., 2013). 
 Active participation in complex and challenging learning experiences leads to 
high growth. Learning partners should find ways to scaffold these learning opportunities 
in ways that build confidence and efficacy. A practical method is to engage learners in 
“low-challenge, high-support experiences early on and gradually shift to high-challenge, 
low-support experiences” (Cardone et al., 2013, p. 6). Early on, learning partners can 
provide appropriate context, respond to questions, and offer feedback, all while situating 
the task in the learner’s knowledge, experience, and abilities. As a result, partners will be 
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building “confidence early on, increasing complexity over time, and, finally, expecting 
larger risks (i.e., more challenge) with less support” (Cardone et al., 2013, p. 7). 
 As learning partners continue to work with their learners to navigate experiences, 
they develop trust by understanding each perspective and a mutually constructed 
knowledge of the world. Participants in jobs with learning partners spoke of the 
autonomy and confidence that their supervisors enabled, which allowed participants to 
trust their own decision-making and skills needed to be effective in their work, even 
when the stakes were high. “Supervisors offered participants extensive autonomy in 
learning and implementing their work. Supervisors conveyed that the knowledge needed 
in their work was complex, dependent on multiple factors in particular contexts, and 
socially constructed among the constituents in each context. Working in this context 
demanded that participants develop complex epistemic assumptions and an internal sense 
of self to guide their decisions” (Baxter Magolda, 2004, p. 242).  
 The ultimate goal of a learning partner is to help participants “translate potential 
into practice, achieving our desired learning outcomes while also developing their 
capacity to author their unique journey in the world” (Cardone et al., 2013, p. 9). This 
goal is perfectly aligned with the work that should be done in a CM. As described in the 
curricular framework, a CM provides structured outcomes for student learning that must 
be achieved. Within that framework, there is also a need for staff to be equipped to 
effectively respond to a complex and rapidly changing environment, particularly in the 
undergraduate residential setting. Staff must have the trust and autonomy of their 
supervisors to implement effective educational strategies that meet the needs and interests 
 
 94 
of students. Additionally, staff must have the skill and efficacy toward learning and 
assessment to meet the expectations required in the CM. 
LPM for Educators 
 The LPM establishes a clear set of assumptions, principles, and strategies for 
learning partners to support an individual’s growth and development. In contrast, are 
there ways that educators can successfully find and utilize learning partners for 
themselves? Taylor and Baxter Magolda (2015) addressed this concept and provided a 
method for building capacity as both a learner and educator through building a network 
of learning partners. Seven steps are outlined to grow through the LPM. 
 First, educators must reflect on their own work experiences to determine where 
they may be facing an adaptive challenge. Growth toward self-authorship comes from 
navigating challenging circumstances in complex work environments. For a housing and 
residence life staff member, implementing aspects of a CM may provide a specific 
challenge. It may be in the philosophy of the approach or through specific tasks such as 
designing rubrics, implementing facilitation guides, or modifying strategies based on 
specific student needs.  
 Within the context of the adaptive challenge, educators must then establish 
personal learning goals to address the challenge. If possible, enlist the assistance of a 
trusted supervisor or mentor to co-construct goals. For adaptive challenges, there will not 
be “standard, clear cut solutions to resolve them” (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015, p. 
18). An example of designing a personal goal in a CM might be to emphasize student 
learning assessment over student satisfaction surveys (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015). 
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 Once learning goals are established, educators must acknowledge the gaps 
between current developmental capacities and set learning goals to address the adaptive 
challenge. Are there specific skills or learning that can be worked on through additional 
research and practice? Is the educator emphasizing certain priorities over others? After 
defining the gaps, educators can establish more specific developmental goals to promote 
growth and learning. Working with supervisors, mentors, and colleagues can assist in this 
process. That said, meeting developmental goals can be addressed individually by self-
authoring trust in one’s own internal voice. Developmental goals can also be met 
corporately through conversations with others to gain new and different perspectives on 
the challenge or issue (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015). 
 The next step in fostering learning partnerships as an educator is to support your 
own growth. Educators must reflect on their work environments and critically consider 
whether they encourage learning and growth. Is there an effective balance between 
challenge and support? “Environments that challenge individuals to develop self-
authorship are learning partnerships that highlight the complexity of decisions and 
discourage simplistic solutions, encourage individuals to develop personal authority, and 
promote collaborative problem-solving” (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015, p. 20). For 
educators implementing a CM, is there space given for new ideas and perspectives? Are 
staff given the autonomy to implement the curriculum in a way that makes sense for their 
student population? Do staff work together to strategize and develop solutions to address 
student needs in the curriculum? 
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 The final two steps for educators to build learning partnerships rely on the 
networking of connecting to people. The work environment must be conducive to 
learning partnerships but far more critical that relationships be built with partnered 
learning in mind. First, educators must find a good learning partner. As previously 
explained, these can be “individuals ranging from colleagues and friends to educators and 
supervisors” (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015, p. 22). In a department with a CM, there 
may be educators who have worked in this model at other institutions or for more years at 
the current institution. There may be mentors in other departments who can articulate 
aspects of curriculum work or have experience with some of the challenges currently 
being faced. 
 The last step of the model requires that educators find and participate in a 
community of practice of other professionals. This could be at the institution level in 
thinking about other staff in the department or division that are working toward a 
common curricular goal. This could also be completed through regular involvement in a 
professional organization, such as ACPA, NASPA, or ACUHO-I. These groups provide a 
network of colleagues to collaborate and communicate how they have addressed similar 
challenges. Taylor and Baxter Magolda (2015) encourage educators to continually “seek 
out and revise existing partnerships to gain good company” while continually broadening 
the reach of partners to “optimize your ability to reach your developmental and learning 





Connection to Research Study 
 The Learning Partnerships Model is an applicable theoretical framework for my 
research study. First, the seminal research study on self-authorship continued beyond 
participants’ college years into adulthood. The study found that learning partnerships 
were important for participants, regardless of career, including work in higher education. 
What was needed for these settings was a culture that both challenged and supported 
participants. Challenging circumstances that promoted problem-solving allowed 
participants to grow and learn as they navigated their beliefs in decisions. In the midst of 
the challenge, there was support for participants from individuals and work cultures that 
allowed for autonomy, embraced individual perspectives, and shared meaning-making. 
Baxter Magolda (2001) described a successful LPM setting “acknowledged complexity, 
offered employees autonomy to engage in it, and yet offered guidance to help employees 
develop frameworks of their own to handle complexity and participate effectively in the 
social construction of knowledge relevant to their work” (Baxter Magolda, 2004, p. 251). 
 Could a department of HRL fit these criteria for a setting that encourages learning 
partnerships? Absolutely, due to three primary reasons. First, housing and residence life 
provides challenging and dynamic experiences for staff. In addition to navigating the 
external pressures of higher education, including decreased budgets, increased scrutiny, 
and higher calls for accountability, HRL staff must work through the day-to-day work 
with students and paraprofessional staff. Live-in staff were uniquely situated to 
experience this as these “entry-level housing staff are in key positions, often having direct 
contact with and responsibility for resident students, as well as supervisory responsibility 
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for paraprofessional staff in their residential buildings and complexes” (St. Onge et al., 
2008). 
 New undergraduate students arrive each year and must navigate their own 
experiences and challenges, and staff should be prepared to support their needs. As staff 
support their residents through each unique scenario, they are called to be adaptive and 
responsive. For an educator, no day is the same. Secondly, for staff implementing a 
Curriculum Model, they are working in the context of an approach that can seem new and 
challenging. There may be differing language, expectations, or responsibilities in their 
work. A CM requires complexity, adaptability, and intentionality. Staff must be able to 
be proactive in addressing the needs of their residents through an understanding of 
development theory, pedagogy, and learning assessment.  
 Finally, staff must support the needs and capacities of the paraprofessional staff 
whom they supervise. These undergraduate student leaders may be facing their own 
developmental growth and require understanding the CM to communicate appropriately 
with their residents. Overall, implementing a CM in housing and residence life “has its 
challenges, including the annual turnover of staff (particularly RAs), the fact that not all 
students in a particular class (e.g., first-year students) have the same developmental 
capacities when entering college, and the difficulty in helping staff to understand that this 
approach is different than a programming model” (Cardone et al., 2013, p. 8). 
 Each of these issues leads to a challenging experience that can assist in growth 
toward self-authorship for staff who implement a CM. Where does support fit in for these 
experiences? One of the benefits of student affairs is that it is a relationship-driven field. 
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In this way, it focuses on the student development and learning of all. This is particularly 
important in departments that implement CMs, where intentional interactions are an 
important educational strategy (Brown, 2019; Kerr et al., 2020). Training on a CM 
requires ongoing support through formal institutes, mini-workshops, and ongoing 
development (Lichterman, 2016; Kropf, 2020). These experiences should allow staff to 
develop learning partnerships to help them navigate challenging decisions and make 
meaning of their work for themselves and their students. 
Chapter Summary 
 In this chapter, I introduced student affairs as a field that is young and continually 
evolving. Student affairs was initially formed as a response to faculty who intended to 
focus more on their academic disciplines over the day-to-day experiences of 
undergraduate students. Over time, student affairs professionals built networks of 
colleagues across campuses and utilized research, scholarship, and practice to share 
effective ways to engage with students. From some of the earliest literature from student 
affairs, there was a challenge to contribute to student learning and align work to the 
university’s academic mission. This was built on a belief that the undergraduate student 
experience is a holistic learning experience and that learning happens beyond the 
classroom. This belief is particularly poignant in the residential environments for staff 
who work in housing and residence life. While there are multiple approaches to student 
affairs work regarding housing, the most emerging models focus on student learning and 
position staff as educators for their residents.  
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 Despite decades of calls to embrace the role of educator, no structured model 
gained traction in HRL departments until the University of Delaware initiated its first 
residential curriculum in 2007. Now referred to as the Curriculum Model (CM), this 
concept spread rapidly across campuses through the initiation of the ACPA Institute on 
the Curricular Approach. The CM adheres to a structure of learning aims, educational 
plans, and 10 Essential Elements that differentiate the model from other housing 
approaches. In many ways, the CM requires that HRL educators implement learning in 
ways similar to classroom instruction, incorporating learning outcomes, rubrics, and 
facilitation guides. For staff implementing a CM, not only are they responding to many 
external pressures that university administrators constantly face, but they are also closing 
the gap between their work and the work of academic affairs. 
 There is little research on the experiences and impact of CM on students and staff. 
Some research has found that staff who have transitioned to a curricular model can 
struggle with embracing the role of educator in their work and can be challenged with the 
learning-based expectations of their roles. There is a learning curve for staff that requires 
continued and ongoing support. For a CM to be successful, it is critical that staff feel 
prepared and comfortable with all aspects of the curriculum design and implementation. 
This is why I researched the experiences of full-time staff in housing and residence life 
professionals in implementing a curricular approach. A CM is an emerging and 
challenging task that requires an understanding of the institution, effective pedagogy, 
student development theory, and learning assessment. Staff may be new to their 
institution or new to the curricular framework, and they are also navigating their own 
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growth and development as adults. In looking at the theoretical framework of the 
Learning Partnerships Model (LPM), I explored how staff see themselves as educators 
and how they are supported in their curricular work through peers, mentors, supervisors, 
and colleagues. 
 This research was critical because while CMs expand exponentially across 
campuses in student affairs departments and divisions, there is no detailed research on 
how staff are trained and supported to implement the model. This research can define 
staff experiences and work toward designing more effective training and support for staff 
that goes beyond standalone institutes and workshops. If we believe that HRL staff are 
educators, then we must ensure that they are being prepared well and have strong efficacy 
in their ability to design and assess learning experiences for the betterment of their 






 The curricular approach is a growing model for how housing and residence life 
(HRL) staff focus on supporting student learning beyond the classroom to benefit the 
academic mission of higher education institutions. Curriculum Models (CMs) are 
relatively new and rapidly expanding across institutions throughout the continent. 
Curricula have even grown beyond HRL departments into other student affairs 
departments and university divisions. Yet, limited research exists on the impact and reach 
of the curricular framework on students, staff, and organizations. 
 As a researcher, my passion for curricular work is rooted in my experience as an 
educator in classroom instruction and student affairs. I firmly believe that for a 
curriculum to be implemented effectively, staff must see themselves as educators and be 
trained to employ effective educational strategies. Without strong educators in a CM, 
learning for students is at risk of being incomplete or ineffective. For this reason, my 
research was focused solely on the experience of these educators. Had they adopted a 
mindset of educator in doing curricular work with students? How were they prepared for 
the educational tasks required of them in implementing a CM? My research questions 
were: 
1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a Curriculum 
Model see themselves as educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
 
 103 
 My qualitative case study research describes the lived experiences of full-time, 
professional HRL staff at one institution that implements a CM through the framework 
established by the University of Delaware and the ACPA Institute on the Curricular 
Approach. In this chapter, I discuss my personal experiences related to the topic of CM 
through my experiences as both a P-12 teacher and student affairs educator. I discuss my 
epistemology and ontology, which informed the methodology I employed for this 
research study. I expand upon my research design, including institution and participant 
selection, data collection, and data analysis. Finally, I address trustworthiness as it 
pertains to this research study. 
Research Paradigm 
 To effectively prepare for this research study, I first explored my own beliefs and 
worldviews, guiding my approach. These beliefs uncover where I find truth and how I 
can uncover it through my research questions. Guba and Lincoln (1994) discuss the 
interconnectedness of three concepts, epistemology, ontology, and methodology. These 
are determined through reflection on three discerning questions concerning the nature of 
reality (epistemology), how we can discover reality and what is to be known (ontology), 
and how we go about finding answers to our questions (methodology) (Guba & Lincoln, 
1994). It is important to note that any construction is human-created, therefore “subject to 
human error” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). Sipe and Constable (1996) agreed that it 
could be problematic to become too rigid in one epistemology. Still, this practice was 





 Sipe and Constable (1996) outlined four epistemologies that can potentially 
inform a research study. These impact how we see the world around us, where truth 
exists, and how it can impact our research. I adopt an interpretivist and constructivist 
approach to knowledge. The interpretivist approach dictates that “reality is subjective and 
the role of the researcher is to investigate interpersonal dynamics” (Sipe & Constable, 
1996, p. 153). There are multiple realities based on how we may see the world and what 
experiences we have had. The interpretivist approach is highly interactive and relies on 
learning from the experiences of participants.  
 Additionally, constructivist epistemology is “transactional and subjectivist” (Guba 
& Lincoln, 1994, p. 111). There is a relationship between researcher and participant that 
works to build knowledge throughout the study collectively. Again, multiple truths exist 
and are a result of the subjective experiences of different individuals.  
Ontology 
 My constructivist epistemology informs an ontology in relativism. Relativism 
believes that realities can be “apprehendable in the form of multiple, intangible mental 
constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific in nature” (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1994, pp. 110). Constructions can be culturally shared, but they can also be 
altered. As a researcher, I understand that to the degree that I can discern certainty in 
truth, there is flexibility in humanity, specifically how participants may have defined 
reality. Constructivism informs ontology in that it believes in “multiple, apprehendable, 
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and sometimes conflicting social realities that are products of human intellects, but that 
may change” through growth and learning (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 111). 
Phenomenological Exploration of Curriculum 
 I completed a phenomenological literature review of the concept of curriculum. 
This activity allowed me to step away from my existing knowledge, assumptions, and 
biases to look at the concept of curriculum anew. I acknowledged the familiarity I had 
with language and concepts over fifteen years of being an educator and even more years 
as a student. Much like the rest of my literature review, I found limited phenomenological 
research on curriculum (Vagle, 2015). In the content I found, much confirmed the need 
for educators to shift from traditional frameworks of curricular instruction to active, 
engaging relationships between educators and learners that involve experimentation and 
empowerment (Bresler, 1995; Magrini, 2015; Vagle, 2015). In completing this 
phenomenological examination, I was further emboldened to listen more openly to 
participants’ experiences while bracketing my own lifelong notions, intentionalities, and 
life-experiences in my curricular work. 
Methodology 
 My epistemology and ontology informed an emic approach. I intended to 
emphasize participants’ lived experiences through the meaning-making of their roles. 
Both of my research questions reflected highly personal aspects of their jobs and how 
they see their work making a difference. I highlighted those opportunities for them to 
“characterize their own lives” (Noblit, 1999, p. 12).  
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 In a constructivist approach, a research paradigm must be both dialectical and 
hermeneutical. This means that I sought interpretations of truth through dialogue and 
discussion. Social constructions are variable and personal and only created and defined 
through interactions in the research. “These varying constructions are interpreted using 
conventional hermeneutical techniques and are compared and contrasted through a 
dialectical interchange” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 111). 
 This methodological approach allows for more complete construction of 
knowledge. My intent throughout the study was to learn, contextualize, and interpret 
information in the case so that I would best be able to answer my research questions . A 
constructivist methodology can be complex, requiring the reconstruction of knowledge 
through the interactions between researcher and participants and relying heavily on 
experiential learning, trustworthiness, and authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  
Descriptive, Single Case Study 
 My study explored the experiences of full-time, live-in housing and residence life 
staff working in a Curriculum Model. I sought to learn how staff see themselves as 
educators and how they are supported to implement curricular work. Each participant 
held unique perspectives that they brought to their work. Alternately, they all worked 
within the same parameters of a standard CM in their department. I designed a research 
study to understand each participant’s personal experiences within the context of the CM 
on their campus. 
 To address my research question most effectively, I wanted to immerse myself in 
the participants’ experiences. As a researcher, I pulled from “some combination of 
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techniques to record and construct research data, rather than a single technique” (Glesne, 
2016, p. 45). I believed that a descriptive, single case study would be the most effective 
methodology to succeed in these goals. 
 Yin (2018) defined a case study as an empirical method of research that 
“investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world 
context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be 
evident. A case study can explore a complex social phenomenon and use multiple inputs 
to understand the case comprehensively. One of the most compelling reasons that a case 
study was beneficial to answer my research questions is that a case study method “helps 
you to make direct observations and collect data in natural settings” (Yin, 2006, p. 112). 
This case study was bounded by full-time housing and residence life professionals 
working in one department at a single institution within the same academic semester that 
implemented a Curriculum Model adhering to the ACPA 10 Essential Elements of a 
Curricular Approach. Each participant served in the same role and worked within the 
same parameters of the established curriculum. Given that a CM is uniquely designed for 
a specific institution, it was valuable to center my research on staff experiencing standard 
expectations for curricular work in their departments. This argument became even more 
convincing amid the COVID-19 pandemic in which campus responses and staff 
responsibilities were vastly different. 
 My research was a holistic designed single-case study. It was descriptive in that it 
sought to describe what was happening for participants in their circumstances (Yin, 
2006). A case study is a challenging and in-depth opportunity to explore a distinctive 
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experience that participants had. There are multiple variables at play, and as a result, I 
utilized a research design that “relies on multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 2018, p. 15). 
This study collected data through participant interviews, physical artifacts, document 
analysis, and observations (Glesne, 2016). These data sources allowed me to more fully 
understand the CM study participants work with, their training to implement curriculum, 
and their personal experiences as educators. 
 The table below provides an outline for tracing this study from research question 
through analysis. I designed it to guide my work and to provide a framework for readers 
regarding the rest of this chapter. 
Table 3.1 
 
Study Design Considerations 
 
Research Question Type Design Sources of data Analyses 
1. How do live-in housing 
and residence life staff that 
implement a Curriculum 
Model see themselves as 
educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in 
housing and residence life 
staff supported through 






Case Study Participant 
interviews; group 
observations; 
documents from the 
department 
  
A case study incorporates 
explanation building, pattern 
matching with theoretical 
models for CM structure, and 
implementation (Yin, 2006, pp. 
117-118). Data should be 
organized and analyzed to 
match the research question, 
with reviewers to account for 
potential bias. 
 
Research Context and Participant Selection 
 The research context for this study is to explore the experiences of full-time, live-
in housing and residence life staff that work in a Curriculum Model. To determine 
participants for this case study appropriately, I looked at institutions with housing and 
residence life departments that were currently employing a curricular framework outlined 
 
 109 
by the University of Delaware and ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach models. 
Additionally, I selected participants who were in roles that required regular tasks 
associated with implementing their CM for students. 
Site Selection 
 The site for my research study is a public, large, coeducational institution located 
in the Southeastern region of the United States. I used the pseudonym “South East 
University” (SEU) to maintain the institution’s confidentiality. Pseudonyms have also 
been applied to people, places, department names, and titles across campus. SEU consists 
of multiple campuses, but my research was focused on the main campus. According to 
university records, SEU had an undergraduate enrollment of 37,207 students and 
approximately 3,100 on-campus residents in 2020-2021. My study focused on the 
experiences of the entry-level, live-in community directors who served in residential 
buildings across the main campus, which consisted of traditional, suite, and apartment-
style communities. 
 To determine appropriate institutions that would fit my research study, I contacted 
the ACPA professional organization. ACPA provided a number of participating 
institutions and a list of showcase institutions over the past three years at their Institute on 
the Curricular Approach. Each year, institutions are selected to showcase their CM, 
highlighting how they engage student learning within their department. The showcase 
institutions must address how their CM aligns with the 10 Essential Elements for a 
Curricular Approach. Each showcase presentation is vetted and approved by ICA faculty, 
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ensuring it meets the criteria and structure for a CM. Each CM must have learning aims, 
educational plans, and learning assessments. 
 There were approximately 36 unique institutions that presented showcases at 
ACPA ICA over the past three years. I reviewed showcase abstracts to determine fit for 
my study. I eliminated institutions that presented on divisional CMs and CMs in student 
affairs departments outside of HRL. I eliminated my current institution and other 
institutions I have worked closely with for previous research or consulting. Finally, I 
narrowed down specialized institutions, such as art, fashion, and culinary institutions. I 
made these decisions because I initially sought a typical case for my study. Finally, I 
sought a research site with an HRL department with a minimum of 10 full-time, live-in 
staff in order to yield at least five to seven participants. 
 I contacted five institutions based on meeting these criteria, their department size, 
my initial knowledge of their curricular work, and my preliminary connections to staff in 
their department. I learned that each institution was implementing curriculum in vastly 
different ways, particularly in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. Through discussions, I 
learned that South East University had adapted its curricular work effectively and 
maintained it as a priority during an uncommon year. After learning more about their 
current work, I began to consider SEU to be more of an exemplary institution in that they 
were “active, innovative, and integrated across the curriculum” (Glesne, 2016, p. 47).  
Participant Selection and Recruitment 
 I found two gatekeepers at SEU that worked with me to identify participants, 
collect documents for analysis, and arranging group observations (Yin, 2014). These 
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gatekeepers served in high levels of the department (Glesne, 2016). My first gatekeeper, 
Rachel (a pseudonym), serves as the director of the housing and residence life 
department/chief housing officer. The second, Thomas (a pseudonym), serves as an 
associate director for the HRL department. In our initial conversations, I shared a 
summary of the research, including what I was doing, why, what I would do with the 
results, how the site and participants were selected, risks, confidentiality and anonymity, 
time requirements, and requests for recordings (Glesne, 2016). After written permission 
from my gatekeepers and approval for the study from the IRB department at SEU, I 
proceeded with my recruitment process. 
 I used typical case sampling to determine participants for my case study. In 
speaking with my key informants, I clarified the criteria for roles of staff that would best 
fit my study. This consisted of full-time, live-in HRL professionals who supervised 
undergraduate paraprofessional staff and implemented the CM for residential students. I 
determined that live-in staff would be the best fit for my research study for several 
reasons. First, these are typically entry-level positions, so participants would likely be 
experiencing learning toward self-authorship and relying on learning partners in the form 
of supervisors and mentors (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). Secondly, live-in staff have 
consistent, direct contact with residents and undergraduate student staff (St. Onge et al., 
2008). Within that criteria, I sought participants who might exemplify the typical 
experience for a staff member in these roles (Glesne, 2016). Rachel and Thomas provided 




 I contacted each participant individually via email with a brief explanation of my 
study and a link to an introductory survey. Of the participants I contacted, seven indicated 
affirmation to participate, and two requested more information about the study. I reached 
out to those two participants to provide more information and answer questions, and one 
agreed to participate. With eight participants in total, I was comfortable with the 
saturation achieved out of a total number of 16 potential participants in the role I sought 
to study. 
 It was essential to maintain strong communication with participants throughout 
the case study, given that there were multiple sources of data collection. Upon 
completing my sampling, I reached out to potential participants with an introductory 
email outlining the various aspects of my study. This initial email included the purpose 
and context of the research study and criteria for participation in the study. The email 
explained the time commitment for participation and the general timeline for the study. 
Participants were informed of the risks and benefits of participation and information 
related to protecting the privacy and confidentiality of identifiable data.  
 This initial contact included contact information for additional information about 
the research study. I provided informed consent documentation for participants and 
institutions, which had an explanation of the procedures and purpose; descriptions of 
risks, discomforts, and benefits; opportunity for question and feedback; and the ability to 
withdraw from the study and discontinue participation at any point (Cohen et al., 2011). 
Appendix A includes the informed consent that each participant approved.  
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 Participants who accepted a role in my study completed an introductory survey to 
communicate their name, contact information, role, number of years of full-time 
experience in housing and residence life, number of years working in a CM, and 
preferences for interview times. Appendix B includes the introductory survey. The 
information regarding study participants is included below: 
Table 3.2 
Participant Demographics from Survey 
Pseudonym Role Full-time, 
professional 
experience at current 
institution 
 
Attended or worked at 
another institution that 









































1-2 years Neither 0 
 
Data Collection 
 While a case study does not produce generalizability, there is an opportunity for 
this study to demonstrate accuracy and rigor. Guba (1981) suggested transferability as an 
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important element of trustworthiness in qualitative research. I attended to this through my 
sampling. Study participants were able to provide thick descriptive data based on their 
lived experienes in relation to my research on curricular models in HRL programs. 
Additionally, I provided extensive and explicit descriptions throughout my research 
process which is another key element of transferability (Guba, 1981). By employing a 
case study methodology, I sought to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 
participants’ experiences working with a CM. My procedures followed both a realist and 
relativist perspective. The realist perspective focused on “actual human events and 
behavior,” while a relativist perspective could “capture the distinct perspectives of the 
case study participants” (Yin, 2018, p. 110).  
 In case study research, there are six common sources of evidence: documentation, 
archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observations, physical 
artifacts (Yin, 2018). Glesne (2016) shared that “the data-gathering techniques used most 
frequently in qualitative inquiry include observations, interviews, and document 
collection” (p. 45). I used these three sources to collect data in my study. 
 A case study requires the researcher to explore continually and process 
information from multiple sources simultaneously (Yin, 2018). Yin (2006) described this 
as doing “data collection and data analysis together” (p. 112). Throughout the research 
process, I utilized the data circle of collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and writing about 
the concepts (Glesne, 2016). In this way, I ensured that the data was “organized 
categorically and chronologically, reviewed repeatedly, and continually coded” 
(Creswell, 2003, p. 203). I used triangulation to confirm themes pulled from multiple data 
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sources. I participated in reflexive journaling throughout the process to organize and 
address my own biases related to my data collection. 
Figure 3.1 
Representation of Data Collection from Multiple Sources
 
Documentation 
 In working with my gatekeepers at SEU, I solicited assistance collecting written 
materials related to the HRL department’s Curriculum Model. These documents included 
information about the university and department of housing and residence life. 
Organizational charts, position descriptions for the participants and the staff they 
supervised, and an overview of committee structures were some of the documents that 
allowed me to understand the nature of the department.  
 Additionally, I received a framework of the CM, which included the educational 
priority, learning goals, learning outcomes, theoretical frameworks, educational 
strategies, and facilitation guides. I obtained the entire curriculum book that is shared 
with staff at the onset of the year and was frequently referenced by participants during 
their interviews. I received documents about how the CM was introduced to staff and 
how the model pivoted in 2020 to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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 I also had access to the most recent ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach 
showcase presentation given by SEU. I was given access to presentations shared within 
staff meetings to introduce a rewritten learning goal and a feedback loop activity that 
existed in staff meetings. I acquired photographs through screenshots of aspects of the 
feedback loop activity as an additional source of documentation (Merriam & Tisdale, 
2016). Lastly, the survey that was distributed to participants was a document for analysis.  
 As a data source, the documentation provided a stable and specific way to view 
and revisit informational content that participants used in the CM (Yin, 2018). However, 
it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this form of data collection. In 
requesting documents, I offered suggestions for types of documents but may have 
received items based upon biased selectivity on the part of the gatekeepers. I considered 
the authenticity of documents based upon external and internal criticisms to determine the 
truthfulness of the information. Given that all of my documents were public record, at 
least within the HRL department, I felt that they demonstrated strong authenticity. 
Likewise, these documents were referenced in interviews and observations, confirming 
their validity as critical components of the participants’ experiences.  
 Yin (2018) stated that “case study research requires an inquiring mind during data 
collection, not just before or after the activity” (p. 83). Accordingly, I examined and 
revisited documents at multiple points during the study. I requested and reviewed initial 
documents before engaging with participants, which gave me context for the institution 
and curriculum. I referenced the documents during and after interviews and observations. 
Throughout the study, I connected with my gatekeepers to request additional documents 
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that I believed would help me gain a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences. 
My document analysis included an analytic memo coded for themes to triangulate with 
my other data sources to provide a more comprehensive representation of materials (Yin, 
2006; Glesne, 2016). This triangulation allowed me to “establish converging lines of 
evidence to make your findings as robust as possible” (Yin, 2006, p. 115). 
Semi-structured Interviews 
 I conducted two semi-structured interviews with each of my eight participants 
using videoconferencing software. The first interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes 
each, and the second interviews were around 30 minutes in length. In a case study, it is 
recommended that these interviews “resemble guided conversations rather than structured 
queries” (Yin, 2018, p. 118). I tried to model this by building rapport with each 
participant before, during, and after the interview.  
 I organized my interviews so that I could conduct first-round interviews with 
participants prior to observation and modify questions in the second interview to address 
how participants experienced the setting in which they were observed. In preparing for 
both interviews, I developed an interview schedule that outlined practical questions 
aligned well with my research questions (Glesne, 2016).  
 Before each interview, I mapped out the questions that I anticipated asking to my 
theoretical frameworks of self-authorship and learning partnerships. I anticipated 
responses along a rubric that might confirm or challenge how they see themselves as 
educators or how they are being supported or challenged by learning partners.  
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 My first research question was focused on how participants see themselves as 
educators for students. This research question is rooted in Baxter Magolda’s (2004) self-
authorship theory. Self-authorship is developing an internal authority to guide one’s life 
and purpose (Baxter Magolda, 2010). While this developmental theory is thought to be 
primarily for the undergraduate experience, Baxter Magolda’s research demonstrates that 
growth toward self-authorship extended well into participants’ lives as adults. In housing 
and residence life, live-in professionals are often entry-level positions in the department. 
Most of the participants were in their first roles after graduate school and were of a 
similar stage as Baxter Magolda’s study participants.  
 In self-authorship, individuals are challenged to explore answers to the questions: 
What is my purpose? Who am I? What do I value? How do I define relationships? I 
reflected on these questions as I prepared to meet with participants in this study and 
considered questions that drive them to see themselves as educators for students. While 
self-authorship extends far beyond career goals and aspirations, my study focused 
specifically on the meaning that participants found in their professional roles. I translated 
the broad questions posed in Self-Authorship theory to consider: Is my work meaningful? 
Do I value teaching and learning? Do my interactions reflect a belief in being an 
educator? Would I still value teaching and learning if I were in another field? 
 I then undertook a process to anticipate responses participants might share to 
indicate where they fall on the self-authorship theory. I have included some of my initial 




Table 3.3  
Personal Reflections on Participants Moving toward Self-Authorship 
Participants driven by external formulas may 
describe the following experiences  
 
Participants demonstrating growth toward self-
authorship may describe the following experiences 
 
- not feeling right fit in work 
- chose career based on others 
- student services mentality 
- just doing what I am required 
- difficulty with ambiguity 
- discomfort in role 
 
- passion for work 
- student centered/learning centered 
- opportunities for creativity/adaptability 
- describes educator role in other facets of life 
- advocates for different perspectives 
 
 
 I used a similar process to explore Baxter Magolda and King’s (2004) learning 
partnership model in preparing for my second research question. Through learning partnerships, 
learners (the participants in this study) are both challenged and supported in their journeys toward 
self-authorship. I mapped the different aspects of support, which included validate learners’ 
capacity to know, situation learning in learner’s experience, and define learning as mutually 
constructed meaning. I mapped challenge components, portray knowledge as complex and 
socially constructed, self is central to knowledge construction, and share authority and expertise 
(Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 
Table 3.4  
Personal Reflections on Learning Partner Interactions 
Learning partners demonstrating support 
 
Learning partners demonstrating challenge 
 
How do partners incorporate participants’ prior 
knowledge when teaching CM? 
How does experiential and active learning 
occur for participants? 
How are learning experiences scaffolded for 
incremental knowledge/growth? 
 
What adaptive challenges do participants face? 
How are participants given new tasks? 
How do participants personalize their work? Do they 
bring in their own passions and interests? 




 While I prepared questions in advance, I utilized a semi-structured approach, 
which allowed me to adapt my question content, question order, and the general pace of 
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the interview based on the participant responses. Semi-structured interviews allowed me 
the ability to reframe, reorganize, and restructure questions as they arose. I even used 
participant responses as a springboard for future questions in the second interview or with 
other participants while maintaining alignment with my original research questions. In 
the second interview with participants, I addressed emergent themes, asked for 
clarification, and gained further support in understanding perspective. 
 All interviews in this study were conducted using Zoom videoconferencing 
software. For data collection in the interviews, I used a personal digital recording device 
and the Zoom recording feature as a backup. After each interview was completed, the 
audio recordings were run through a transcribing software, Descript, and manually edited 
each for accuracy. Following both interviews, the completed transcripts were copied to 
Microsoft Word documents and shared with participants for member checking of content 
and to provide an opportunity to elaborate responses (Glesne, 2016). Following member 
checking, I replaced all proper nouns of individuals, institutions, and buildings with 
pseudonyms in all transcripts to maintain the participants’ confidentiality. 
 After each interview, I participated in reflexive journaling to chart my reactions to 
the content provided. I evaluated the types of questions I was asking as well as the 
structure. I looked critically at any presupposition questions I offered to determine if they 
were leading in any manner (Glesne, 2016). 
Observations 
 My final data source included two group observations of staff meetings in which 
participants were working within the department on aspects of the Curriculum Model. 
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“The main goal of participant observation is to better understand the research setting, its 
participants, and their behavior” (Glesne, 2016, p. 67). My gatekeepers worked with me 
to attend two virtual staff meetings for the HRL department held over Microsoft Teams 
videoconferencing software. In each session, most participants were present, and some 
even led discussions on content. 
 I took an observer as participant stance along the participant-observation 
continuum (Glesne, 2016). In this manner, I was able to be present in the participants’ 
natural setting, and participants were overtly aware that I was observing the group. I 
decided to complete overt observations because of the peripheral membership I hold in 
relation to participants’ work in housing and residence life. Study participants knew my 
research topic as I had already contacted them through initial emails and interviews. I 
served as a passive participant in each observation (Spradley, 1980). I did this so that my 
participation in the observation would not disrupt the dynamic or influence discussions in 
a department that I am not a member. Given the nature of virtual meetings, I believe that 
my presence was unobtrusive. I left my camera off and was muted throughout the 
observation sessions. 
 My observations were unstructured. I did not specify what I would be looking for 
beforehand but instead sought to monitor and record everything I could from the 
experience (Wolcott, 1994). I considered both proxemics and kinesis in the observations 
(Glesne, 2016; Saldaña, 2021). In a videoconference setting, proxemics were the most 
challenging to navigate, as they refer to physical space that participants occupy in relation 
to others. However, I observed the virtual space that participants were taking through 
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unmuting to respond to or ask questions and the use of the chatbox as an alternative 
method of interaction. In looking at kinesis, I monitored participants’ gestures and actions 
throughout the observations (Glesne, 2016; Saldaña, 2021). I was able to see how 
participants who were presenting communicated ideas. Again, the concurrent chatbox 
allowed me to see typed responses, emojis, and graphical interface format (GIF) images 
as reactions to what was shared. 
 For my data collection of observations, I began with handwritten descriptive field 
notes, which tracked the setting, participants, and conversations that I observed (Glesne, 
2016). I kept running notes throughout the observation time and frequently tabbed 
between participants’ available video windows, chatbox, and shared screens from the 
meeting. Immediately following the observation, I reviewed my notes and elaborated on 
them to capture anything not first recorded. Following the observations, I drew from 
recorded content, screenshots, chat boxes, and shared presentations as documents to 
further guide my notes into more comprehensive analytic memos. My analytic memos 
were then triangulated with the emerging themes from other data sources. 
Data Analysis 
 Data analysis is an exploratory and heuristic problem-solving process (Saldaña, 
2021). Using my different data sources, I underwent a process of “consolidating, 
reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen and 
read” to make meaning (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 202). My data analysis consisted of 
the following phases: pre-coding, first cycle coding, transitioning, second cycle coding, 
and organizing data into themes (Saldaña, 2021).  
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 For each data collection method, I allotted time to review the materials following 
the sessions to process my reactions, successes, and lessons from the data collecting 
experience. During and following each interview, I took handwritten memos to identify 
notable phrases, topics, anecdotes, and potential quotations that could lead to codes and 
themes. These memos allowed me to track what I learned throughout the process 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
 For my first cycle coding, I read the printed transcripts and completed two rounds 
of inductive coding. Inductive coding allows the researcher to encounter the data with an 
open mind without preexisting trends and themes (Saldaña, 2021). My first coding 
method was manual in vivo coding. In vivo coding, also known as verbatim coding, 
allows the researcher to generate codes directly from “participant-generated words from 
members of a particular culture” (Saldaña, 2021, p. 138). This coding allowed me to 
situate organized concepts from participants’ own words. This strategy was used initially 
to strip my personal assumptions and biases related to CMs and let the participant voices 
be heard. I then completed a manual cycle of structural coding in which I labeled and 
indexed concepts around major categorical themes (Saldaña, 2021). Structural coding 
allowed me to organize themes that aligned with participants’ personal attributes, 
experiences they had in their jobs, and interactions they had with others. Completing the 
structural coding prepared me to organize further the codes that were forming in my 
analysis. 
 Following my first cycle coding, I revisited my data with fresh eyes. As I 
transitioned from my first cycle to second cycle coding, I participated in two separate 
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exercises. First, I conducted a code charting activity for each participant. Code charting is 
a way to organize multiple participants’ data to summarize and compare concepts after 
data has been initially coded (Saldaña, 2021). I relistened to each recording without 
reading the transcripts. While listening, I handwrote codes and themes that I mapped 
back to my research questions and the theoretical frameworks addressed in my study. For 
each participant, I used the categories “self as educator,” “learning curriculum,” “learning 
partnerships,” and “additional considerations.” I reviewed the charts for each participant 
and highlighted similar themes that emerged from the process. Through this process, I 
engaged in what Yin (2018) described as pattern matching. By pattern matching, I 
compared existing data with my preconceived assumptions and identified rival 
explanations and outliers in my data. 
 Secondly, I practiced multiple rounds of operational model diagramming to 
organize the codes that I had developed. Operational model diagrams map codes to 
visually represent hierarchy and patterns between emerging concepts using arrows, 
dashes, and lines. An effective operational model diagram does “not only illustrate the 
space and flow, and the stream of convergence of action/reaction/interaction, but also 
suggest a sense of quality and magnitude” (Saldaña, 2021, p. 290). In developing my 
diagrams, I used the concept of logic models to represent my case study (Yin, 2018). In 
my model, I considered how participants interacted within the HRL department and how 
the organization supported participants’ growth as learners. As a visual processor, this 
portion of data analysis was exciting to see all my data in interconnected ways. 
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 In my second cycle coding, I used the software MAXQDA to complete a round of 
process coding, or “action coding” (Saldaña, 2021, p. 143). Process coding uses gerunds 
to denote actions taken by participants. Process coding allowed me to consider the actions 
study participants regularly took as educators and the actions that learning partners used 
to support participants. This form of coding brought life to my data because it focused on 
what participants were actively doing. Finally, I completed a round of pattern coding to 
organize similar data from my data set. Pattern coding is used as a second cycle coding 
method to consolidate existing codes into a smaller number of categories (Saldaña, 2021). 
Pattern coding allowed me to connect concepts to similar data to elicit patterns and 
streamline repeating ideas. 
 Finally, I took the codes that I had organized from the previous processes to 
develop themes and subthemes. These themes, or categories, were structured to most 
effectively and directly answer my two research questions and align the emergent 
concepts to the theoretical framework of my research study. The entire data analysis 
process gave me a strong familiarity with my documents, interview transcripts, and 
observations. I continually changed my strategy to shed my own biases around the topic 
and explore participants’ experiences through their own words and actions to produce a 
more accurate analysis that could further explain what was going on in my case (Yin, 
2018). 
Study Limitations 
 In any study, limitations must be discovered and acknowledged. There were 
several limitations that I identified through the course of my research. First, there is 
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limited research and scholarship on Curriculum Models even though it has been in 
practice for over fourteen years. Lichterman (2016) shared: 
the limited writings on residential curriculum, which are by practitioner-scholars, 
leave some of the knowledge of residential curriculum as folklore; information is 
shared within a community, but with the risk for misrepresentation of facts” (pp. 
329-330) 
While there have been three more research studies since 2016, this quote still rings true. 
Much of what is shared in the CM community is built on anecdotal experiences. 
 The COVID-19 pandemic drastically impacted the research study and led to more 
limitations for data collection. The HRL department at SEU had fewer documents to 
share about their organization. For example, the department did not have an 
organizational chart nor published data on the number of residents residing on campus. I 
did not have access to the online student platform where the CM was implemented 
virtually. 
 Staff was limited to virtual meetings throughout the academic year and during my 
research. My participation in observations was remote, so I experienced modified staff 
interactions. Some participants kept their cameras off and remained on mute. As a result, 
I did not collect as rich data as I had hoped had I been on campus in an in-person staff 
meeting. The pandemic restrictions did not allow me to experience the campus 
environment or participants in a typical setting. 
 A final limitation that I anticipated was that my participants may not have been as 
open to sharing challenges and frustrations with a CM. Participants knew that the study 
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topic was on staff experiences in a Curriculum Model. Because of the existing renown of 
the CM at SEU, participants may have been reluctant to criticize aspects of the model 
and, instead, choose to cast their work in a positive light. To address this limitation, I 
reminded participants of confidentiality in the study. I sometimes offered everyday 
struggles with the model shared through my experience working with CMs to normalize 
this. 
Trustworthiness 
 As a qualitative form of research, the case study must address issues of rigor. 
Lincoln and Guba (1986) describe this rigor in qualitative research as “truth value, 
applicability, consistency, and neutrality” (p. 76). I took several steps to ensure rigor, 
credibility, and trustworthiness in my research study. Throughout the research process, I 
adhered to the research protocol outlined above. This protocol was based on literature 
related to appropriate case study research methodology. 
 In a case study, it is important for the researcher to immerse themselves in the 
case through “prolonged engagement and persistent observations” (Glesne, 2016, p. 53). 
My interactions with participants at SEU lasted several months, with varying written and 
face-to-face correspondence over video chat. This extended engagement allowed me to 
see how participants experienced things over time, particularly when interacting with 
them before and after observations. 
 Shenton (2004) argued that credibility could be formed through the “development 
of an early familiarity with the culture” (p. 65). My previous experience working in HRL 
departments with CMs afforded me some common language and experiences with 
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participants. I have worked with my gatekeepers at SEU through ACPA for several years 
and discussed the culture at the institution. Additionally, I had attended multiple 
showcase presentations of SEU’s curriculum model at professional conferences and 
institutes. Finally, I was able to leverage the university website to gain additional context 
on the on-campus experience for students at the university.  
 I must note that while I am familiar with the topic of CMs, I needed to explore my 
own researcher bias and subjectivity. Just because I have worked with multiple 
institutions with HRL departments doing curricular work, I could not assume that my 
experiences would match those of the participants. I continually challenged my mindset 
before, during, and after interviews and observations to bracket assumptions. I utilized 
reflexive journaling to process my thoughts related to participants’ roles, responsibilities, 
and experiences. 
 In my collection of data, I used detailed and rich descriptions. Glesne (2006) 
described that descriptive writing allows readers the potential to understand context. I 
used a journal that served as a space for theoretical frameworks, interview notes, 
observation field notes, analytic memos, codebooks, meeting notes with my advisor and 
colleagues, and reflexive journaling to keep an audit trail. This journal was used to 
continuously build on the data I was collecting and record the entire research process 
(Glesne, 2016). 
 Following my interviews, I used member checks to confirm the accuracy of the 
data I collected. Each participant was given the opportunity to read transcripts of the 
interviews and provide edits, clarifications, and feedback regarding the correctness of the 
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content. I was also able to share emerging themes with participants to process their 
experiences related to those themes. 
 In a case study, multiple data sources are used as evidence to inform findings 
(Yin, 2018). I used triangulation to pattern match and explain themes that emerged 
through my documents, observations, and interviews. I considered outliers to themes and 
rival explanations to better understand the data. By using my theoretical framework of 
learning partnerships to organize and make meaning of themes, I was able to add external 
validity to the process (Yin, 2018). 
 Following my research’s initial development of themes, I utilized a peer reviewer 
and debriefer (Shenton, 2004; Glesne, 2016). I sought a colleague with over a decade of 
experience working in CMs and has published research related to the topic. In multiple 
meetings, I shared the themes and sources of evidence that informed those themes to 
confirm my findings and provide additional context and input. 
  Positionality 
 Research around CMs is of particular interest to me because of my current work 
in student affairs and my previous work in other areas of education. Currently, I serve in 
a professional role in housing and residence life at Clemson University. I was hired in my 
department to serve as a liaison between our housing department and academic affairs. I 
achieved this through involvement in building Living-Learning Communities, supporting 
a Faculty-in-Residence program, and creating a residential curriculum. Our department 
first attended the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach in 2012. Based on the 
method outlined through the institute, we developed our first CM. I directly work with 
 
 130 
the assessment, training, and support of staff who implement our curriculum. While I do 
not supervise the live-in housing staff who work directly with students through the CM, I 
am seen as an expert on our campus for all things related to the curricular approach. 
 My work in CMs extends beyond my position at Clemson University. Beginning 
in 2014, I have served as faculty for the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach. 
Each year, I have worked with a team of experts to design the yearly professional 
institute that trains student affairs staff from institutions across the continent to create 
unique CMs for their campuses and continually improve them. Through this role, I have 
provided consultations to numerous schools, given presentations at regional and national 
conferences, and was hired by one institution to lead a 2-day workshop on curriculum 
development for a housing and residence life department. 
 My current work in CM is a culmination of my own experience as an educator in 
various capacities. My parents were educators. They instilled a value for learning and 
education. I earned my undergraduate degree in Biology but immediately knew that I 
wanted to start as a teacher. My master’s degree was in education with an emphasis on 
teaching middle school math and science. I taught in the classroom for three years, 
including time abroad teaching ESL to adults. When I transitioned to higher education 
upon returning from overseas, I settled into a department that I was most familiar with 
due to my previous experience as a Resident Assistant in undergrad. I went into a housing 
and residence life department as a community director. 
 What I experienced in my first few years working professionally in housing and 
residence life was confusion, feeling left out, and thinking differently from my peers. I 
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had been trained as a traditional classroom educator, where learning styles, learning, 
educational strategies, rubrics, lesson plans, and learning assessment were a regular part 
of my work. I asked different questions. I thought differently about our work. I now 
found myself in a traditional programming model and a department centered around 
student safety and satisfaction. I wondered if I would ever fit into the field. 
 In my fourth year in housing and residence life, my department director invited 
me to attend a relatively new institute sponsored by ACPA. This institute was the 
Residential Curriculum Institute, later known as the Institute on the Curricular Approach 
(ICA). Attending this professional experience opened my eyes to the potential impact of 
those in my housing and residence life role. Suddenly, my master’s degree made sense in 
the context of my current work. I could apply concepts learned into practice in this new 
field. I realized that the things I saw in myself as deficiencies in a traditional model were 
now things that gave me an edge in a CM. In many ways, learning about the CM and 
being at an institution that applied that model kept me in housing and student affairs in 
higher education. It has reinforced my purpose in my work. Because I always saw myself 
as an educator (given the classroom teaching experience), I did not struggle to adopt this 
context to the student affairs world. 
 As may be apparent, this work related to CM is integral to my past and current 
experiences. My experiences have significantly impacted me as a researcher. I have 
experienced this topic to a great degree, not only through the literature review but 
through my work. For this reason, I have established myself as having some content 
expertise in this area. My experience has given me access to knowledge, language, and 
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practice that would not be otherwise achieved. One of the challenges that many educators 
face when employing a CM is the traditional teacher tasks. I had an immediate advantage 
due to my education, training, and experience related to this. However, I also have insider 
knowledge of their everyday tasks, having worked in a traditional model and CM in 
different roles in housing and residence life. 
 Having intimate knowledge of these things sets me as an insider in this work. In 
my research study, I would have at least peripheral membership with the participants, 
given the overlap of my work in the field at a different institution (Adler & Adler, 1987). 
Therefore, I must be acutely aware of how my own biases can influence my role as a 
researcher. Because I am in many settings where I am selling the idea of CM or training 
staff to work in a CM, I can sometimes apply my knowledge or mental models to how 
things should operate or why this work matters. There are many assumptions that I hold 
that have the potential to bias my understanding of new knowledge. As a researcher, I 
must detach from my own experiences with work at my current and previous institutions 
to fully understand study participants’ perspectives. I must plan to critically reflect 
throughout the research process, which is essential in any case in a case study setting 





 Over the past decade, the implementation of Curriculum Models (CMs) has 
become an emergent practice in student affairs and departments of housing and residence 
life (HRL). The approach has been rapidly adopted by campuses as a result of the ACPA 
Institute on the Curricular Approach. The structure of a CM challenges practitioners to 
adapt their work to develop broad learning aims and clear educational plans that promote 
student learning that aligns with the university’s mission (Kerr et al., 2020). In a CM, 
practitioners are required to design learning outcomes and educational strategies, create 
and implement lesson plans, and use rubrics to assess learning. To be effective in 
completing the paradigm shift towards implementing a CM, staff must first embrace their 
roles as educators. 
 This research study employed a single-case study to explore the lived experiences 
of full-time, professional housing and residence life staff who work with an established 
CM. My case involved live-in staff members of a HRL department whose role is to 
employ the CM for their students. Through the case study methodology, I immersed 
myself in the experiences of participants through multiple interviews, group observations, 
and analysis of documents used by the HRL department. I leveraged prolonged 
engagement and revisited data continuously throughout the study to allow me to build a 
fuller and richer understanding of participants’ experiences (Yin, 2018). Specifically, my 
research questions focused on learning: 
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1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a Curriculum 
Model see themselves as educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
Site and Participant Context 
 The institution site for this case study was a large, public, co-educational 
institution located in the Southeastern region of the United States of America. The 
pseudonym South East University (SEU) was used to ensure the anonymity of 
participants and university. SEU has an undergraduate population of 37,207 students 
across three campuses. I conducted my site interactions virtually, utilizing web-based 
video conferencing platforms. My interactions occurred between late March 2021 and 
early June 2021. 
Housing and Residence Life Context 
 The HRL department at SEU reports through the division of Student Achievement 
(pseudonym). This division encompasses departments that include academic advising, 
student accessibility services, admissions, career services, orientation, health and 
wellness, and enrollment management. Many of the departments in this division are 
found in student affairs departments on other university campuses. Rachel (pseudonym) 
serves as the director and Tom (pseudonym) serves as an Associate Director for the HRL 
department. Both have served as faculty for the ACPA Residential Curriculum Institute 
or ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach. 
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 Prior to the 2020-2021 academic year, SEU had an on-campus population of 
6,200 residents. However, given the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic, there 
were approximately 2,700 residents on campus in Fall 2020 and approximately 3,100 
residents on campus in the Spring of 2021 when this research study was conducted. 
Additionally, several apartment buildings were either closed or served as quarantine and 
isolation spaces for students.  
Participant Context 
 During the 2020-2021 academic year, there were 16 individuals in community 
director roles supervising approximately 130 Resident Assistants. With three Assistant 
Director (AD) supervisors, the ratio of community director to supervisor averaged 5:1 
with no more than 6 community directors reporting to an AD. A more detailed 
description of each participant can be found in Table 3.2 in Chapter 3. 
Table 4.1 
Participant Group Demographic Overview 
 Live-In Community Staff 




Ava, Casey, Devin, Justin, Lisa, 
Marissa, Naomi, Taylor 
 
Years in Current Role at South East 
University 
 
4 – 1-2 years 
5 – 2-5 years 
 
Previously worked for or attended another 
institution with a CM 
 
7 – Neither 
2 – Yes, attended as grad student 
 
Previous Attendance at ACPA ICA or ACPA 
Residential Curriculum Institute 
6 – none 
2 – yes, attended one RCI/ICA 





 Following data collection, I completed multiple rounds of coding. I used thematic 
analysis to organize my data around my two research questions (Saldaña, 2021). Next, I 
explored my two themes through the theoretical frameworks that informed them. For 
question one, I explored how my partners see themselves as educators for students in 
their roles as housing and residence life community directors. I used Baxter Magolda’s 
(2004) theoretical framework of self-authorship to inform this question. For my second 
research question, I sought to find ways in which learning partners supported participants 
in their ability to implement a CM. For this question, I allowed the theory of learning 
partnerships (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004) to guide my data analysis. Further 
explanation of how I used these research models to inform my process can be found in 
Chapter Three. 
Triangulation 
 Given that this was a case study, it was important for me to focus on the 
triangulation of data when exploring my findings. I used multiple data sources and sought 
saturation to confirm that findings existed not only in the words of multiple participants, 
but also in words and actions observed during observations and language in documents 
used by the department. I continually revisited my three data sources, critically engaging 
with them to reorder concepts, codes, and themes.  
 Questions that guided my triangulation process were as follows: What was a 
salient concept that emerged through multiple rounds of the coding process? Was the 
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concept relevant to my research questions? Can this concept be observed in multiple data 
sources, specifically different types of data sources? Have I explored reasons why this 
concept may be significant to my study? Have I explored my own assumptions to 
interrogate alternative explanations? Are there outliers or key exceptions that need to be 
addressed throughout the data? 
 My first theme of this research study was that participants embraced the role of 
educator in their work. Participants described early interests in teaching and learning and 
expressed a desire to continue their formal education. They compared the work they were 
doing in a CM to being a teacher in how they scaffold concepts and make meaning for 
students. Finally, participants all had previous experience in student affairs outside of a 
CM and described the contrasts to that work. They expressed an appreciation for 
understanding deeper value in their work, using assessment to regularly inform practice, 





Summary of Theme 1, Sub-Themes, and Categories 
Theme 1 Sub-Themes Categories 
 
Participants embraced the 
role of educator in work in 
CM 
Existing passions for 
teaching and learning 
• Previous education experiences in 
teaching instruction 
• Continuing education 
opportunities 
• Being a scholar practitioner 
 Comparing role to classroom 
instruction 
• Teaching through supervision 
• Scaffolding learning to students 
• Meaning-making for students 
 Contrasting role with 
traditional models 
• Finding deeper purpose in work 
• Using assessment to inform 
practice 
 Emergent sub-theme: Social 
identity and purpose 
• Impacts of Social Identity 
• Educator as a Lifelong Vocation 
 
 The second theme of my study corresponds to my second research question, 
which explores how participants experienced support through learning partnerships. In 
organizing my data, I realized that learning partners existed for participants in various 
roles, from departmental leadership to supervisors to peers. Additionally, there were 
systems in place that allowed for learning to flourish and complex challenges that 
inhibited growth. The departmental structure promoted learning through establishing 
relationships, structured training, and transparent processes for change. This structure 
helped participants navigate initial intimidation and stresses related to implementing the 
CM as educators. 
 Secondly, participants experienced empowerment from supervisors and leaders by 
being thrust into high-level activities early in their experiences. Participants experienced 
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a high level of confidence through their individual learning about the curriculum and 
ownership of designing lesson plans, questioning theories, overhauling training, and 
creating a new learning goal. Participants particularly felt empowered when they could 
adapt the curriculum to address the needs of their specific communities. 
 Third, communication played an influential role in participants’ ability to process 
the curriculum. Members of the department employed continuous and diverse feedback 
methods, and one-on-one interactions allowed for communication of questions and ideas. 
This communication built an environment where participants could advocate for 
themselves and specific student populations. 
 Finally, learning partners were hindered by internal and external factors. 
Participants experienced a sequence of a natural disaster followed by a global pandemic 
in COVID-19. This impacted how the curriculum was employed and the proximity of 
staff for continued communication and support. Participants in more recent cohorts 
experienced their learning differently from those who had been at the institution longer. 
There was an absence of several midlevel managers who would supervise participants, 





Summary of Theme 2, Sub-Themes, Categories, and Sub-Categories 
Theme 2 Sub-Themes Categories and Sub-Categories 
 
Factors influencing 
participant growth as 
educators 
Environment • Established culture of learning 
• Initial intimidation of CM 
• Staff training and development 
• Mini ICA (sub-category) 
 Empowerment • Active engagement in CM 
• Advocating for self (sub-category) 
• Early high-stakes leadership 
• Informing change 
• Lesson plan writing (sub-category) 
• Modifying locally (sub-category) 
• Modifying globally (sub-category) 
 Communicating change • Revision process 
• Feedback methods 
 Adaptive challenges • Midlevel leadership absence 
• COVID-19 
• Distanced interactions (sub-category) 
• Disconnect across cohorts 
 
 In the data analysis process, I explored how each theme and sub-theme was 
triangulated through multiple data sources. I considered the prevalence of these concepts 
as they emerged from interviews, observations, and document analyses. I assigned 






Weights of Themes and Sub-Themes from Data Analysis 












Existing passions for teaching and 
learning 
20 2 5 
Comparing role to classroom 
instruction 
29 6 8 
Contrasting role with traditional 
models 
24 2 6 






Environment 43 4 6 
Empowerment 63 6 5 
Communicating change 34 7 3 
Adaptive challenges 19 1 2 
 
Theme 1: Participants as Educators 
 When discussing the concept of being an educator with participants, I specifically 
did not define the term “educator.” I did this purposefully, intending participants to 
communicate their own understandings of the concept in what they said and did. I did use 
guiding questions to explore the theme of being an educator. Some of the interview 
questions that informed this theme were as follows: How do you visualize yourself as an 
educator for students? How do you articulate your role as an educator to others? 
Reflecting on your work prior to this role, would you be surprised to see yourself as an 
educator? What are some lessons that you will take from your work in curriculum in the 
future, whether you are even in housing or higher education? A full list of questions used 
in my interviews can be found in Appendix D. 
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Existing Passion for Teaching and Learning 
Previous Education Experiences in Teaching Instruction 
 Many of the participants described having ambitions to be a classroom teacher. 
This desire was sparked early in their lives and extended for some into their 
undergraduate majors. One participant entered college to be a high school teacher, while 
another intended to be a math teacher. Ava described this interest by saying:  
I wanted to be one of two things: a musician or a teacher. Education has always 
been a core part of me because for me, personally, education was an escape to a 
different lifestyle than what I was experiencing at the moment.  
For most participants, the idea of being a teacher was embedded in their lived 
experiences well before working in housing and residence life or with a CM. 
 An outlier for this experience was Taylor, though she did describe a passion for 
educating, even if not in the context of traditional classroom instruction. Taylor 
explained:  
I love to educate others and educate myself, too. I’m always trying to learn and 
grow week to week, but I think… if you would’ve asked me maybe right before I 
decided, or kind of fell into student affairs, I was like, “no, I don’t want to be a 
teacher.” I didn’t want to be like, you know, I don’t know what I had seen 
education K-12 to be. I would be, like, “No, that’s not really what I want to do.” 
And I think through my involvements and learning about this, student affairs, 
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there’s other things that you can do in the realm of education where you can still 
be an educator. 
Taylor initially had a view that teaching was strictly in the K-12 setting, but expanded 
that mindset of where educators worked as a result of personal experience working in a 
CM. So while not all participants saw themselves as or aspired to be traditional educators, 
all saw the importance of education and continued learning as important in their 
experiences. 
Continuing Education Opportunities 
 Participants also reflected on their own internal passions for learning and love for 
education. This extended into a desire to continue their formal education both in and after 
their current roles as community directors. Devin shared: 
I’ve always enjoyed school. Some, like being a kid and summer ending and all the 
people saying like, “Oh, you gotta go back to school.” I was always like, “Yes, I 
get to go back to school.” I mean, taking undergrad classes, I never felt senior-itis. 
Cause I always knew that there was a master’s program. And I’m kicking myself 
that I didn’t start some sort of doc. Because I started taking these classes this year, 
non-degree seeking, and, yeah, it’s hard, but I enjoy being in the classroom and 
even virtually building skills and acquiring knowledge, doing linked-in learnings, 




 Devin was not the only participant who discussed pursuing a doctorate to further 
their education. Four other participants discussed opportunities to continue to learn 
through educational programs or research. Naomi described her education journey of 
completing her master’s degree concurrently while serving in as a community director. 
My peers, most of them have completed their master’s degrees. I still have two 
courses to finish. And I did an online degree versus in-person. So I’ve noticed 
some differences between that and finding the scholarly articles. That’s one of the 
things that we do a lot within our department. We’re scholar practitioners. But I 
think it, for me, it was a little bit more difficult because I had been out of school 
for a while than for my peers who had been, who had just graduated from their 
master’s program. They were used to doing all of the studying. So I think that was 
the biggest shift of like going back to basics, going back to reading the articles, 
going back to my books and finding the theory that would apply to whatever we 
were doing. 
Naomi’s experiences demonstrate a willingness to continue to learn and grow through 
formal education, even while navigating work and studies simultaneously. While Naomi 
had sufficient professional experience in student affairs prior to work at SEU, she was 
driven to further her formal education and growth through completion of a degree and 
through internal perseverance to be a more effective educator.  
 Participants noted that the HRL department at SEU regularly shared scholarly 
articles for discussions in staff meetings. In the CM, there were additional opportunities 
for benchmarking and research related to student learning, support, and engagement. 
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Participants seemed comfortable and confident with their academic abilities and shared a 
willingness to continually further their own educational aspirations beyond their work as 
community directors. 
Being a Scholar Practitioner 
 The desire for continued learning is embraced and encouraged by the department. 
According to the curriculum manual used by staff, “the professional staff use the 
residential curriculum to inform their lens as a scholar practitioner and case manager.” 
Almost every participant discussed the term scholar practitioner when describing their 
work. It is visualized in the ways that the department uses literature and scholarship, 
which in turn helps define participants’ experiences as educators in their role. Casey 
shared  
A couple of years ago, the director, [Rachel], had us read an article before staff 
meeting, and was like, “I want to talk about this.” And it was essentially around 
the concept of being a scholar practitioner, utilizing betas, understanding your 
environment and then making the shift. Right. And I think for the first time that 
kind of empowered me like, okay, like I’m here to also teach, and add. I think that 
sometimes people forget that we are here to help build the co-curricular 
experience, which makes you an educator.  
 Integration of scholarly articles has been a regular practice in the department. 
Taylor shared that: 
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Oftentimes we’ll be in our weekly [HRL] meetings and we’ll be given an article, 
for example, like the day before, or maybe a week before to read in preparation 
for discussion that we’re going to be having during that meeting. 
These articles often inform decisions, practices, and events that will be integrated into the 
CM. Taylor went on to describe the benefits for the CM at SEU by being scholar 
practitioners.  
I think that is one example of how us calling ourselves educators first, or scholar 
practitioners really shows up and, and plays out in a lot of what we do. Because 
we do take time to tap in what’s going on online. Tapping in what’s going on in 
different, like benchmarking when it comes to different universities. 
 Why would so many community directors discuss valuing education and learning 
in these ways? Are these individuals naturally drawn to work in a curriculum? Is having 
this energy around learning merely a coincidence? Does the HRL department at SEU 
specifically recruit individuals with educational backgrounds and passions? Lisa 
described upfront knowledge about the importance of an educator mindset in the SEU 
interview process: 
I remember going through the interview process and talking to my supervisor at 
the time, who was like, “[SEU] talks about being an educator. If there is one thing 
that you mention in your interview, it’s like trying to figure out how you are part 
of being an educator within a residential setting.” And I didn’t really know how to 
articulate that in the moment, but somehow I did it enough that I ended up here. 
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 Having an educator mindset matters to the HRL department at SEU. The 
community director position description includes a section on “Excellence in Learning” 
which outlines the educator tasks required (SEU, 2020, n.p.). In fact, the department 
values having an educator mindset over experience in HRL. Casey shared, “we’re big on 
you don’t need housing experience to do this. We can teach you some of the stuff as long 
as you see yourself as an educator. You want to impact students.” The fact that the HRL 
department at SEU is situated in a division that includes traditionally academic offices 
may also contribute to this emphasis on being an educator for participants. Additionally, 
being on a campus where there are opportunities to take coursework toward a higher 
degree could be a determining factor for participants already interested in that as part of 
their educational journey. 
Comparing Role to Classroom Instruction 
Teaching Through Supervision 
 Participants compared their work to that of what a traditional classroom teacher or 
professor might do. Participants collaborated with partners across campus and had many 
opportunities to share their work. They discussed ways in which they communicated the 
value of their work to contribute to student learning as educators. Casey explained how 
they communicated the similarity of their role to that of faculty in their personal life. 
My mom is a faculty member in education. And sometimes when I share all the 
things that we’re doing with her, she’s like, “that’s interesting.” Or I feel like I 
have to like work to get her to buy into what I’m doing sometimes. Right. Which 
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can be hard. Like, mom’s just like, I’m doing what you’re doing, she’s like, 
“hmm.” But I know that the work that we’re doing builds and changes folks’ 
lives.  
 Based on personal experiences in student affairs and HRL, it can often be 
challenging to communicate the work that is done to those not familiar with higher 
education. I have had my own conversations with family members trying to articulate my 
work and its meaning. Similarly, the interaction between Casey and her mom speaks to 
the continued misunderstanding of roles between academic affairs and student affairs. In 
listening to Casey describe her work through the lens of being a professor, she 
demonstrated clarity in how her curricular work advanced the university mission and 
supported student learning. Casey was equipped with language to communicate that 
educator role confidently to others.  
 Participants described how they communicated this to campus partners as well. 
Casey shared, “sometimes it’s associated with, oh, I have to be in the classroom, but, no, 
the college—this is our classroom. You having a conversation is you’ve been an 
educator.” This comparison to classroom instruction played out in the ways in which staff 
meetings community directors held that were structured to be class-like. Marissa shared 
that “most of the way we outright teach the curriculum to our student staff is through staff 
meetings.” Justin agreed by saying, “I see staff meetings as my classroom.”  
 Participants also saw the ways in which they made meaning of content and 
scaffolded learning for the students with which they engaged beyond the classroom as a 
way of being an educator. Justin said: 
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I think when I would say that I am an educator, I have to explain it because people 
are like, “but you don’t teach.” And I think it’s important that for me, the way that 
I see myself and I visualize it is that our curriculum is founded on theories. And 
so and through that we’re able to come up with learning goals and then also 
things, learning outcomes and objectives that we want to achieve. And so for me, 
the way that I see it is like, when I’m doing a lesson plan, going over a lesson plan 
with my student staff, I like to see that as, one, I’m teaching them how to utilize 
the lesson plan and to engage with residents. But also digging a little deeper, like 
trying to see how they think that the curriculum applies to them. And I think 
oftentimes it’s important that our student staff know that the resources that we 
give to residents and that the curriculum that we use is not just for the residents, 
but also for themselves. But I think also the way that being an educator shows up, 
it was just informally in conversations that you have with students. 
 Participants took aspects of their interactions with students outside of the 
classroom and applied the same learning design opportunities that might happen during a 
college course. Justin demonstrated the importance of challenging students to do more by 
digging deeper and asking probing questions. In this way, his identity of being an 
educator emerges and flourishes. 
Scaffolding Learning to Students 
 Other participants shared this concept of scaffolding concepts when interacting 
with students on teaching the curriculum. Often this occurred in more challenging 
curriculum concepts, such as the Spring 2021 lesson plan connected to the Tunnel of 
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Oppression initiative, which had a learning objective focused to “explore how multiple 
worldviews are shaped by culture norms, values, beliefs, identity, and biases” (SEU, 
2020). Naomi described how she was able to connect the learning to her student staff by 
making it less academic and more personal: 
There’s always something, and it’s not only knowing and creating the lesson plan, 
but it’s also being able to create documents, to help create that connection for the 
RA. I think one of the discussions that we had yesterday within social justice was 
our lesson plans, or our language within our lesson plan is very academic and 
sometimes the RAs struggle. I think we were talking about Tunnel of Oppression, 
for example. And the intentional conversation asks, is asking the students, “tell 
me about, a little bit about your values and how they impact your goals.” So 
Resident Assistants don’t necessarily have that, or feel comfortable asking that 
question in specific, but it’s about like, “Okay, how can we translate this to 
students’ language? To student friendly language.” And those are some of the 
things that we focus on every day. 
 Marissa went through a similar process with teaching her student staff to feel 
more comfortable in implementing this lesson plan: 
So last year, I introduced the identity wheel as well as the way that I taught that 
lesson plan to my student staff was through concentric circles. And so I 
essentially had them have the [conversation] without telling them that they were 
having the [conversation]. Because typically what I had done in the past was we 
had read lesson plans and then they had made up their own questions to put it in 
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their own words and then practice with their peers. And I knew based on that 
group of students that reading them, the lesson plan, would scare them. And that 
rather than make up their own questions, they would say things like “I don’t know 
how to talk about bias. I don’t know how to talk about oppression and systems of 
oppression and that kind of stuff.” And so I reworded the questions in the lesson 
plan to hit on the topics that I wanted it to hit on or that in a way that they 
wouldn’t necessarily see exactly what I was doing. And then they finished it and I 
said, “Congratulations, you just had your Tunnel of Oppression [conversation] 
with your peers.” And then we reflected a little bit about it and for the first time 
they said like, “This wasn’t scary. This wasn’t hard. Like, I feel good about this. I 
feel ready.” 
 Marissa demonstrated an effective scaffolding technique by essentializing the 
learning experience of an intentional conversation. Instead of allowing students to be 
weighed down by overly academic language in the lesson plan, she introduced the idea of 
the conversation and allowed her students to model the conversations without a lesson 
plan language. Marissa infused experiential learning into her teaching. By allowing 
students to define and practice the conversations, she emboldened them to feel confident 
to complete these challenging conversations with their residents. The lesson plan for 





Lesson Plan for Tunnel of Oppression Intentional Conversation 
 
Meaning-making for Students 
 The focus of the teaching that participants described in their work varied, but 
centered on student meaning-making. Taylor described her regular interactions in the CM 
as “coaching” students. Lisa said, “We really focus on the developmental aspect of the 
role and how we can teach our student staff that just because you’re an RA doesn’t mean 
that it’s gonna be like a one and done thing. And that having this role and having this job 
can allow you to develop transferrable skills regardless of what field you’re going into.”  
 Ava said “Having these moments to talk about theory and giving my RAs the 
opportunity to see themselves within it. I think that helped to shape their perception.” By 
working with students to see the intended value of the learning developed by the CM, 
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participants shared how they supported RAs to work find meaning in their own growth 
and development. They uncovered meaning and value to building skills that would 
extend beyond college. 
 Participants acknowledged the areas of growth and learning that their students 
could benefit from in the curriculum. Devin discussed his method of preparing staff: 
You’re a 19 year-old kid who’s never really actually had a conversation. So how 
am I designing those intentional spaces for peer to peer learning so they feel more 
comfortable having those conversations with their students? How am I creating a 
spaces to say, so this conversation is coming up, tell me what you know or don’t 
know? How comfortable do you feel about it and let’s talk about it. So I think that 
it, in those ways, it just infiltrates my supervision of my students. 
Devin acknowledged skills that his students may have struggled with, particularly around 
effective communication with peers. He anticipated these challenges and took additional 
time to process with his staff to build both comfort and confidence that would promote 
meaningful engagement within the curriculum.  
 Students were also interacting across different identities, sometimes for the very 
first time. Naomi shared how she supported students to learn through these experiences: 
Helping the RAs connect with each different group of students within their 
community. So that one that helps them understand and value differences. Which 
is important because that’s what we’re trying to teach our residents. So whenever 
we talk about roommate mediations, some of those roommate conflicts come from 
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differences. It’s the first time people are away from home; it’s the first time that 
they may be living with somebody different. So a lot of the focus in making sure 
that the RAs not only understand the differences themselves, but that they’re able 
to articulate each of those things to their residents. 
 It was apparent that participants saw their roles as community directors as being 
more than just a job to complete routine tasks. The curriculum book given to all 
participants includes an elevator speech which establishes the HRL curriculum as 
working to “create an environment in which residents can explore their passions, interests 
and associated career options” (SEU, 2020, p. 8). It goes on to say that the curriculum 
outcomes are “designed to facilitate the development of transferrable skills that are 
beneficial to the transition and success of residents out of college and into the 
professional world” (SEU, 2020, p. 8). In this statement, the meaning of interactions with 
students clarifies that success lies beyond their time as an undergraduate student. 
Participants embodied this through deep conversations with their students in formal 
settings like staff meetings and informal conversations. Participants continually 
connected the skills and behaviors of the CM to life-long skills that could be applied to 
future careers and personal life. 
 The concept of an elevator speech for a CM is intriguing. It prepares staff with 
language that they can communicate their purpose to students, colleagues, and faculty 
across campus. Participants believed that their work was similar to faculty and were 
willing to share that out and practice it in their work. They pursued their own learning 
and growth and modeled effective pedagogy through scaffolding and processing concepts 
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with students. Participants discussed the added value of learning that they provided for 
students that supported their success in the classroom and in personal skills that would 
extend beyond graduation. 
 Through my observation of a staff meeting, I witnessed the structure of  
classroom instruction. Participants served as both facilitators and learners and came to the 
session prepared for the topic. I observed a mini-lecture from facilitators introducing a 
new learning goal for the CM. I witnessed several opportunities for formative assessment 
to provide instantaneous feedback, and summative assessment of voting to move forward 
with the goal change. In that space, I observed that facilitators provided context and 
structure to the content and welcomed space for participants to ask questions for 
clarification and discussion. 
Contrasting Role with Traditional Models 
 All participants had previous experience working in student affairs prior to their 
work at SEU. This may have been in work as a Resident Assistant or other 
paraprofessional staff member, graduate assistant, or professional experience. When 
discussing being an educator, they often drew contrasts to the work that they did before 
working in a CM.  
 Lisa described finding work that meant more. “When you see a housing 
professional say that they’re an educator, that’s how you know that you’re doing more 
than just what the average housing professional does.” In her own search, Lisa sought 
deeper purpose in work. She asked herself, “How can I stay in housing but not just do the 
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keys and the desk.” For Lisa, the work in a traditional model mirrored the student 
services approach rather than focusing on student learning.  
 Other participants shared the functional aspects of traditional programming 
models. Ava shared “we had a programming model. It wasn’t like a curriculum, but it 
was a long acronym. It was like seven letters. And so for me, I made sure that I 
programmed in each of those letters.” Marissa described work in a programming model 
as checking boxes. “We very much had boxes to check. Did you do your equity and 
inclusion program? Check, did it. It was one program and one social a month.” Casey 
shared that the work as an RA was “very surface level.” In reflecting on prior experiences 
in HRL, participants indicated a desire to do more deeply impactful work that could not 
be scaled down to a checklist. 
Finding Deeper Purpose in Work  
 Participants described how relationships with students differed in a traditional 
model as compared to a curricular approach. The word “intentional” was frequently 
referenced by every participant. Marissa talked about how she approached her residents 
as a staff member in a traditional model. She shared: 
I remember as an RA telling my residents, “this is my room number. If you feel 
like you need my cell phone number, come talk to me after and we’ll consider if it 
makes sense for me to share my phone number with you.” If my RA tried to do 
that right now, I would be like, “What are you doing?” So I think I saw myself 
more as a policy enforcer and community builder than an educator in undergrad. 
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Which is wild, because I was completely immersed in education in my classes, 
but then it’s like, I went into my community and I shut that off and I was the 
person making sure that you weren’t drinking on our dry campus. 
 Participants expressed that they could not go back to the traditional model after 
being in a CM. Naomi, who has worked in professional roles at multiple institutions said: 
This is actually the first full-blown residential curriculum institution that I work 
with, and I really enjoyed it, doing. I think when I think of residential curriculum, 
it’s programming with a purpose versus just programming for social purposes. So 
I really enjoy that. And I think if I were to go back to an institution that had a 
programming model versus a residential curriculum, I think I would struggle with 
that. 
Participants described a distinct difference in their work at SEU in a Curriculum Model, 
causing them to look back critically on the practices that they had experienced in 
traditional programming models. In discussing the intentionality of the CM, they had the 
opportunity to re-examine effective practices in their work. 
Using Assessment to Inform Practice 
 One of the ways that participants described their work as educators as being 
different was in the ways that they used assessment data to inform practice. Participants 
consistently described value in asking critical questions about effectiveness of work and 
adapting learning experiences accordingly. Marissa shared that: 
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Curriculums, if created properly, are rooted in data and research. We are 
constantly assessing our curriculum and, I don’t want to say assessing our 
students, but assessing their needs. You know, we have a new generation of 
students coming in, which means new, new methods, new things that we need to 
implement, and we are constantly adjusting to create this document that is truly 
supporting our students in the best way possible. 
 Great value was placed on determining and meeting goals within the curriculum 
as educators. Participants contrasted the haphazard nature of making up goals as you go 
along versus the intentional planned preparation of curriculum design. Taylor explained, 
“we’re not just, you know, throwing arrows, and, you know, not necessarily caring where 
they lie. We like to follow through and make sure that we’re hitting our goals and 
targets.” Devin used a similar analogy by saying, “so, it, in many ways, is a justification 
of, of why we’re doing things. That we’re not just throwing things onto a piece of paper.” 
 When asked why the CM was successful at SEU, Devin went on to say, “I think 
it’s successful because it is grounded, not only by theory and research, but institutional 
data.” Taylor echoed this passion around data and assessment. She shared, “I appreciate 
that we’re so data driven and focused on assessment at each point. I’ve always found 
assessment to be important.”  
 Many other participants described their passion toward using assessment in their 
daily work. It helped to answer questions, provide context for specific student 
experiences, and introduced credibility to the work that they were doing. Marissa 
summarized her own motivations for building up her students: 
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I think that helping students learn and grow is where I get my energy in this job. 
And so I don’t know how to look at it in any other way and creating those 
learning environments with them. And I get a lot of my energy from the hard 
conversations. 
 Every participant had experiences working previously in student affairs or 
housing and residence life and all remarked on the shift in both mindset and practice. 
Participants did not necessarily disparage the traditional programming approach, but they 
did reflect back on some of the tasks they completed and almost wince at how their work 
focused less on intentional relationship-building and more on completion of rote tasks. I 
challenged myself around this idea, as it has the potential to be invasive for staff bought 
into a CM. It is important to remember that programming models often focus on student 
development and these models aspire to impact student success beyond the classroom. 
Emergent Sub-Themes: Identity and Vocation 
Impact of Social Identity 
 When some participants spoke of being an educator, they also discussed the role 
that identity played in their experiences. In particular, representation influenced 
challenges that these participants faced in implementing curriculum. Casey discussed 
experiences when first encountering curriculum as a graduate student: 
And so I think there is imposter syndrome there... And I also, I’m thinking back to 
identity, too. I was the only Black woman in that space and I was the only woman 
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in that space. And so I think those things compounded just made it very hard. So 
my first year there, to feel like, oh my gosh, y’all know what I’m talking about. 
Casey went on to share how important it has been for her to see her identities represented 
in CM work at SEU: 
I think about [Tom]. I think he has broken molds and barriers that, just watching 
him lead and thrive is really, really, really cool. I think that I don’t get to see a lot 
of people who look like me in position to work with curriculum. And he has 
empowered me. He has, like, “hey, what do you think?” And so when I, when he 
pushes us, he also pushes others. 
 This experience extends into student staff, as well. Ava described the burden 
placed on the staff she supervised when discussing intentional conversations with other 
students.  
I’ll add something to that really quickly. Even when we have those tough 
conversations, the RAs identities play a major role, because if you are a white 
identifying person who have multiple privileges that you’ve expressed and shared, 
and then you’re going to talk to another person who may not have those identities 
about identities, they’re looking at you, like, “why are you talking to me?” 
 The exploration of social identities was not something that I specifically asked 
about in my interviews. It was only brought up by three participants, though five 
participants appeared to me to identify as individuals of color. Despite this not being a 
prevalent topic in interviews, I instantly sensed the saliency and deeper meaning of the 
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concept for future research. That some participants found a hard time seeing their 
identities in leadership roles in HRL caused me to reflect on the student affairs and 
housing and residence life field. Who are the individuals that hold positions of power in 
these departments? How much of curriculum is rooted in a white colonial mindset?  
 As someone who holds privileged identities pertaining to race, I needed to reflect 
on my own assumptions and comfort of what curriculum looks like for me and how that 
may be different for others. In the SEU curriculum book, there is an outcome that states 
that students will “develop an understanding of bias, privilege, and oppressions” (SEU, 
2020, p. 11). How does this outcome resonate differently between dominant identities 
versus marginalized identities who are expected to navigate these injustices on a 
continual basis? Naomi shared that SEU is an emerging Hispanic Serving Institution 
(HSI). Would participants feel more marginalized if they were at a Predominantly White 
Institution (PWI)? 
Educator as a Lifelong Vocation 
 Study participants overwhelmingly shared the ways in which they see their role as 
educators in their HRL roles at SEU. I did want to explore whether this same passion 
would follow them into other realms of their lives or future endeavors. Many participants 
discussed desiring the same deeper, more meaningful experiences that they enjoy in their 
current roles. Marissa said: 
I think about random things and I’m like, “Oh, I think I could be a store manager 
at Target.” And then I think about it and I’m like, “I don’t think I could. There’s 
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no development aspect there. There’s no teaching.” So, I do think that this will 
carry, come with me in anything that I do. Whether it’s in housing, student affairs 
or beyond, I don’t think that I can be in a role that there is no room for me to help 
people grow. 
 Participants reflected on potential life outside of higher education. Having 
experienced the teaching aspect of the CM, it may be unfulfilling for them to complete 
work that does not incorporate a developmental element. Similarly, Lisa shared this 
desire to assist others in learning through meaningful interactions: 
I really want to make sure that I’m doing my part as a professional to create those 
opportunities, not only for my students that maybe I’m working with, but also the 
professionals, because those are skills that are going to be helpful, no matter what 
you go into. So even if I transitioned out of higher ed and worked in, I don’t 
know, like business or something like that, I could still say, I can create a training 
by scaffolding someone’s learning, or I can create meaningful relationships by 
starting from square one of the basics, and then slowly developing and having 
deeper conversations. So I really think it’s creating that learning, working with 
rapport building, and having those deep and meaningful relationships are 
definitely two things that come to mind for me. 
 Some participants were able to communicate their educational experiences to 
others in the midst of interviews both in and outside of higher education. Devin described 
how he was able to communicate the transferable skills from the CM to other potential 
careers through interview processes: 
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All of the things that I’ve learned are transferable in so many spaces that when 
I’m talking, I’m doing tons of informational interviews right now, trying to figure 
out what the next is. And I tell them, like, I dropped the knowledge that I have 
around curriculum development and all these things. And they’re like, “and you 
learned all that working at a university?” And I said like, “yeah.” And they often 
say, “I thought you just did pizza parties in the residence halls, you know?” And I 
say, “that’s not; sure I do those things sometimes, but majority of the time I’m 
not. And the things that I am doing are more impactful than that.” And here’s how 
that can contribute to an employer in the future. 
 Other participants explained that they were currently doing this curricular work in 
other facets of their lives. Taylor talked about the role that education played in her church 
life: 
Other realms that I see taking the curricular approach or curriculum... I work, so, I 
also work within my church ministry. I see very clearly how having a curriculum 
in elements of my church is, works seamlessly. And so it’s not within a traditional 
education setting, but you are educating folks. You have Sunday school, you have 
Bible study, you have all of these things. And so I also have a personal, online 
brand presence. And I would say when I am creating content and I am planning 
things out for a month or a quarter. A lot of that is pretty similar. I know what my 
objectives are. I know what I want to say to my audience. I’m scaffolding 
different things. I’m being intentional about what people are going through in life 
in general. And so when I’m creating an editorial calendar, it is very similar, I 
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would say to an educational plan. So there’s a lot of ways that you notice these 
things pop up. 
 Discussing this topic was intriguing to me because it indicated how participants 
acknowledged the mindset of educator beyond their specific job. It was apparent that for 
all of the participants that once they had experienced this sense of deeper purpose in 
being an educator that they would not necessarily be happy moving away from it.  
 One of the final questions I asked participants was what was next for them beyond 
this role. I received a diverse set of responses. Several were continuing in their roles as 
community directors. Two were promoted into a midlevel leadership role in the 
department. Two were actively searching for a new opportunity that would allow them to 
pursue a degree and try a new experience. One participant described a desire to leave the 
field at this time due to burnout.  
 In reflecting on their futures, many pointed to the lessons learned in their current 
roles which have prepared them for bigger tasks and have set a higher bar of expectations 
for what they want to get out of their work. It was exciting to hear that teaching and 
learning remained core to what participants hoped to continue.  
Theme 2: Participant Support for Growth 
 Before exploring the concepts associated with my second theme, it is important to 
establish who participants recognized as partners in their learning of implementing a 
Curriculum Model. All participants spoke of support received in their HRL department at 
SEU, though a few discussed learning partners that introduced them to curriculum at 
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previous institutions. Participants discussed the departmental leadership, including the 
director of the department, Rachel. Devin described these individuals as the ones who are 
“leading the curriculum” and hold an “elevated understanding” of CMs.  
 Secondly, participants described current and former direct supervisors as being 
instrumental in their growth as educators. Ava shared that “middle managers are so 
important because they’re able to then be that middle person who can understand the 
community director but also understand the upper-level stuff.” Taylor elaborated further 
on this dual understanding: 
My supervisor at the beginning of my experience not only had the advantage of, 
like, being in my position, she worked as a [community director] at [SEU]. So she 
had really good knowledge of our curriculum… I would say she’s great at just 
teaching, you know and really educating others, has a really great knowledge and 
foundational understanding of how to do that. I’ll probably say one of the best 
supervisors. Yeah. And so I think some of the strategies that she has done to 
really help me and my support, especially someone who had no knowledge of, not 
only just the curriculum, but no housing protocol, crisis, no, none of that direct 
experience. 
 Participants looked to departmental leaders to guide them in effective curriculum 
implementation, especially early on in their time as community directors. The leadership 
team and supervisors often had more experience in the model. Some had been in a 
community director role previously, so they had context regarding the work that 
participants were doing. They modeled behavior, designed training, and reinforced 
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learning of the CM throughout the year. Many participants trusted their first supervisors 
to make meaning of their work and to answer questions that arose related to the model. 
 Peers were described as another type of partner in learning for participants. Devin 
said, “as much as we do ask our midlevel managers, we have a culture normally of peer-
to-peer support. And leaning on those, the old folks in the [community director] role like 
me. We have a buddy system where we’re paired with new staff to help them onboard.” 
Peer support came from structures like the buddy system of newer cohorts matched with 
more experienced cohorts. Lisa explained the support that she got from peers in cohorts 
ahead of her own: 
Most of them were my peers. They were peers who had been here an extra year or 
two. And I think I’m very grateful for how we structure our onboarding process 
and that we have what we call buddies. And so we would spend extra time with 
our buddies to review lesson plans, to review what we’re going on in training. 
And then once we got out of training, or actually during the academic year, it 
would be normal for me to pick up the phone and say, “Hey, [Marissa], I don’t 
understand this, can, can you tell me how you’re implementing this in your 
community or how you’re working with your student staff? [Casey], my residents 
are not receptive to this. What’s going on with you? And how are you facilitating 
that?” And so it was a lot of peer support that helped us because everyone, we 
kind of always say you’re an expert of your own community. 
 Peer support also occurred within the same cohort. Ava talked about how valuable 
it was for peers who were going through the same thing as her and how she used them for 
 
 167 
support. “I don’t even know what my experience would be like without them because 
they are so critical and crucial to my development here.” 
 Peers served as learning partners because they were often experiencing the same 
things simultaneously. The HRL department designed a structure that allowed for buddies 
to connect new community directors with returning community directors. This allowed 
mentoring to occur and provided a space for newer staff to ask questions without going to 
the leadership team or supervisor. There can be lower risk of asking a peer as compared 
to asking someone at a positional level above you. This concept also applies for 
participants that found learning partners in their same cohort. Even more so, the members 
of a cohort more easily relate to the same experiences and are not drawing from previous 
years of knowledge and expertise. 
 Beyond these learning partnerships, some participants found support from former 
colleagues who were at other institutions, colleagues met at other conferences and 
institutes (such as the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach), and traveling 
consultants who worked directly with SEU or former institutions.  
 Casey shared a deep bond with a former supervisor at SEU who encouraged her to 
grow as an educator. While that supervisor has since left the institution, Casey has stayed 
in contact with them. Justin described connecting with two colleagues at ACPA ICA who 
he knew from his graduate institution. He shared that it was exciting to learn from them 
and talk about: 
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my [SEU] experience and how we’re doing curriculum. And then I think really 
being able to see how the curriculum at [my graduate institution] has been 
changing and evolving. And I was like, “Oh, that’s really cool to see.” 
Multiple participants interacted with the same consultant on different campuses. This 
consultant supported the SEU curriculum committee with revising a new learning goal, 
encouraged Casey to launch a curriculum model at 40%, and encouraged Ava at a 
seminar when she introduced a concept for a learning goal at her graduate institution.  
 There were not many learning partners described who existed outside of the 
institution. Most participants who did discuss learning from external colleagues had 
either been at SEU for many years, had worked with CMs at other institutions, or had 
attended ACPA ICA. Given the individualization of a CM that is designed for a specific 
institution and the complexities of diverse university responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is easy to see that participants were focusing inward on partners that were in 
close proximity and working in the same curricular framework. 
Environment 
 The institutional culture has a role in how the HRL department operates. A few of 
the participants described this culture, which feeds into the innovation of the CM. Taylor 
shared that SEU “in general as an institution is considered very fast pace, always 
growing, always evolving. I mean month-to-month, week-to-week.” Casey added that she 
was told that SEU has “shiny ball syndrome.” She continued: 
We have to practice essentialism. And so really identify what is important to us 
and hold steadfast to it, but right? So that’s one side of the coin, but the other side 
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is that [SEU] is not rooted in tradition. And if it makes sense and works for our 
students and there’s data, go for it. Right? So I hold both and loving that this place 
isn’t tied or married to an ideas and is also willing to be nimble and flexible. 
SEU’s institutional culture seems to be perfectly fitting for the implementation of a 
Curriculum Model. It allows HRL staff to conform the learning to the institutional 
mission and continually review and adapt the CM framework to a changing student 
demographic based on emerging practices and assessment data collected. 
Established Culture of Learning 
 This university mindset really sets the stage for a successful curriculum on 
campus. Participants continually spoke about how the challenge of their work was eased 
by the foundations built by leaders in the department and staff that worked before them. 
Devin described the lack of pressure to generate buy-in across campus: 
I don’t have to do a lot of that, frankly. That comes a lot with the relationship 
building that takes place from leadership. [SEU] is such a big place. We like to, 
we say that we’re flat, but we’re flat more so in [HRL] than we are broadly at the 
university. From my perspective our university cares deeply about titles and 
hierarchy and structure. And, and there aren’t opportunities at all, really, for me to 
step outside of my department to, I can kind of make them, but most of the time it 
is very much siloed and you need a way through leadership. So when we talk 
about our Living Learning Communities, that training is done through [Maria], 
who is our AI LLC program director who has those direct relationships with 
deans and colleges. And oftentimes those, from what I perceive, those 
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conversations happen with [Rachel] as our director, or even with the Dean of 
Students, just because of levels of hierarchy. And then that also then trickles its 
way down from Deans and Directors of programs down to their coordinators who 
then I work with on a day-to-day basis. 
Devin went on to say: 
There’s no more buy-in that needs to take place. The provost and the president at 
the time, at least had heard about the curriculum. Our Dean of Students knew 
about it. Our VP knew about it. It was those challenges that people face early on 
in a curriculum we weren’t facing anymore. 
 Marissa shared similar sentiment about the ease in her role of working with 
campus partners in her community: 
Our partners at this point were approaching year ten. They know curriculum is our 
thing. And so they very much buy in. And a lot of our partners in long running 
LLCs have, like, already come with, like, “tell me when you’re going to do this, 
because I think that this makes sense here.” So I think that it has like made our 
work thousands of times easier in creating a seamless experience across the board.  
 Not only did participants experience an acknowledgement of curriculum from 
campus partners, but it also gave them agency to support those partners in more 
meaningful ways. Justin described how data from the curriculum was used to support 
partners in implementing learning for students. The partners demonstrated excitement for 
information that would improve their work. 
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I remember there was one session that we had with campus partners in 
preparation for our student staff training, we went over the learning outcomes 
with them. And then we were just like, “these are some of the ways that our 
students learn. This is some of the data. The data that we took from them and this 
shows, this is how they learn.” And it was with the university police. And one of 
the officers was like, “Y’all see what they’re doing? They’re telling us how to 
present to the students!” 
The response of campus partners to Justin as he shared effective practices rooted in data 
was very positive. Because the CM emphasized data collection and analysis, he was 
equipped to speak up to partners and share knowledge in a way that would benefit 
students.  
 Communication about the curriculum with partners even supported their 
transitions to a more curricular approach in their own departments. Devin discussed an 
interaction with a partnering campus program in his community: 
At the beginning, they look at you, like, “you’re crazy. You mean to say you’re 
having 40 structured conversations with students once a month, every month for 
the year, roughly?”  
“Yeah, absolutely.” And it’s just part of what we do because we’re spending less 
time doing other things. And so, and then it’s also saying like, “Well, yeah, they 
have those conversations anyway. It’s just, now we’re giving them a prompt. So 
what’s the difference?” And then that program, having mentors that lived on the 
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floor with their students, they started after three years, started doing their own 
version of this. 
Campus partners not only learned about students from the data that was shared by 
participants, but they also discovered new ways of engaging with those students. The 
campus partner who interacted with Devin moved from surprise to emulation of an 
educational strategy after learning about the benefits of these intentional engagement 
opportunities. 
 Nearly every document I studied from the housing and residence life department 
at SEU references the department’s CM. The culture that has been built practically 
eliminates the responsibility of building buy-in across campus for community directors. 
The work has already been done and colleagues know about and have experienced the 
CM at SEU. This groundwork has allowed participants to focus on higher-level 
collaborations and engagement opportunities. Furthermore, because there are systems in 
place that allow for assessment collection and processing, participants can enter campus 
spaces equipped with data to inform and support other campus constituents and 
initiatives. This allows participants to gain confidence in their work and what they can 
bring to the table. 
Initial Intimidation of CM  
 While the department does have a strong reputation on campus for curricular 
work, it does not negate the challenges participants faced in transitioning to a CM. As 
was shared in theme one, participants knew going into their roles that SEU had an 
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established and rigorous curriculum. Yet, that still didn’t offset the challenge of learning 
a new way of work. 
 Marissa shared that “having no previous knowledge of curriculums was what was 
scariest.” Lisa also described how curricular work compounded the typical challenge of 
starting a new job. She explained: 
Outside of learning the role and transitioning to the university, now you have to 
add that layer on of, oh, there’s this curriculum that I have to figure out and be an 
expert on. So I think really in terms of the nervousness, it was that like imposter 
syndrome, not really knowing what I was doing and starting to question my, my 
skillset or my ability to really understand it to be an expert. 
 A CM requires completion of tasks previously unfamiliar to participants. Much of 
the content is captured in a curriculum book that explains context, terminology, roles of 
staff and partners, theoretical frameworks, educational strategies, and lesson plans that 
will be implemented for student learning in residential communities. Participants 
frequently described the overwhelming nature of the huge curriculum book. When Lisa 
first encountered the curriculum book, she described her experience: 
When someone finally gifted me a curriculum book, I looked at it and was like, 
“What am I supposed to do with this?” Um, I didn’t understand how to read a 
lesson plan. And I knew the lesson plan was how you, how you did stuff, but in 
terms of understanding, like there’s a purpose and then there’s learning outcomes 
and then there’s a facilitation guide. I just looked at all of it. And I see, I was like, 
this is just a bunch of words on a piece of paper. And I have no idea what I need 
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to do. Um, so honestly, really just the basics, like understanding the lesson plan. 
That seemed like I was never going to figure it out. Um, looking at our curriculum 
map, which kind of shows our scaffolding. It’s very daunting when you first look 
at it because it had all of our learning outcomes, learning goals, and then our 
learning strategies and then the weeks of the semester. So when you look at that 
and you see a whole semester, you’re like, “So, how is this all going to get done? 
And am I responsible for all this?” 
Some participants felt constrained by the structure of the curriculum, while others were 
challenged by the opportunities for flexibility. In reading the curriculum book for the first 
time, Ava struggled with how restrictive the lesson plans seemed. While participants 
talked about the ability to modify the curriculum’s language and implementation to meet 
the needs of a community, newer staff may need additional encouragement to make those 
adaptations. Ava shared her initial frustrations with what she perceived to be constraints 
of the structure of the curriculum: 
At first, I was very intimidated because I’m like, “what is this huge book? What is 
this?” Like, it’s just too much. And I felt limited. I’m like, “Can I truly be a 
professional?” Here is it micromanage-y like I had so many thoughts, but even 
with those thoughts, I still was excited because I felt like my work made more 
sense and was more intentional. 
 Conversely, Marissa had an educational background in P-12 teaching. She had a 
familiarity with familiarity with learning outcomes, lesson plans, and theoretical 
frameworks for learning design. However, given the structured content that she was used 
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to teaching, the concepts of the CM were far more ambiguous. There are not always clear 
answers or even demonstrations of learning. A CM does not have structured 
examinations to demonstrate achievement. Marissa shared: 
I think that K-12 curriculum, especially math is very rigid in what you do. You 
teach triangles. Triangles are triangles. They don’t change. You know, it’s one of 
those where we have a lot of freedom in the way that we teach things here. And so 
that was maybe a little bit more challenging for me was I came from, and I still 
kind of had this very black and white math mind. You know, the answer is this. 
And so when the answer is not this; there is no concrete answer, that was hard for 
me. 
 Whether participants struggled with structure or ambiguity, they demonstrated 
growth as the learned more about the CM and navigated the educational plan in practice. 
Taylor described her experience: 
I think from a learning perspective, I would say the first couple of months felt like 
I was literally like a sponge or like chewing gum. Like I was really being 
stretched. All of the things that I’ve known, all of the things that I learned in grad 
school in preparation to being able to then turn around and help in my students 
staff that I was getting for the first time implement the curriculum. 
Participants took the opportunity to learn and grow into their roles. However, this growth 
often pulled participants out of their initial comfort zones as they tried to unlearn 
behaviors that were detrimental to effective curricular implementation and call upon 
content focused on student development and learning.  
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Staff Training and Development  
 To further assist new staff in understanding how to implement a curricular 
approach, the department employs intentional training and continued development. The 
most impactful training is what is called Mini ICA. Mini ICA was intended to replicate 
aspects of the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach through the specific lens of 
housing and residence life at SEU.  
 Participants noted the value that they gained from learning in Mini ICA. They 
described the experience as extended, comprehensive, well-organized, thoughtful, 
engaging, and highly scaffolded. Naomi provided an explanation of how training set staff 
up for success in working with their RAs and residents: 
Whenever we are doing professional staff training, we go over every single 
session that the RAs are going to be going through from the professional 
perspective. We go, we see it. How are we going to present it to RAs and how, an 
additional resources that’ll help us within our communities?... It’s a top down way 
of teaching the residential curriculum. So we have our residential curriculum team 
comes and helps us and presents to us. Then we’re able to go and present to the 
RAs and then the RAs able to implement them with the students. 
 Taylor agreed with the scaffolded nature of training in Mini ICA which sets 
supervisors up to be more effective with their residents. She elaborated by talking about 
the hands-on nature of the training. Taylor shared: 
I’m like physically moving around and we have these cards and we’re acting out 
these roles to kind of explain, you know exosystems, microsystem, like all the 
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different elements of our curriculum. And so that is an example of when we 
would mirror that activity. That would be a little bit more in depth for us as pro 
staff. But we would mirror a similar activity with our student staff, like a few 
weeks later after we’ve kind of gone through Mini ICA day, we go from like, 
okay, who are we? And in role-playing. And then more in depth. How do you 
read a lesson plan, intentional conversations, one of our staple things? And what 
does an educational plan look like? And then by the time you reach student staff 
training, like day one, we’re doing a similar experience for our student staff.  
 Mini ICA is not the only opportunity for staff to build knowledge around the 
curriculum. It is integrated into the scholar practitioner culture of the department through 
readings, discussions, and regular activities. Ava elaborated: 
During our staff meetings, which we have every Monday, we always talk about 
some aspect of the residential curriculum. And so I think the more we talk about 
it, the more, the less intimidating it got. 
 The SEU curriculum book has an extensive depth of content included. It is over 
170 pages and is filled with broad, theoretical concepts and over 100 pages of facilitator 
guides and specific lesson plans. There are two pages of terminology for a staff member 
to acclimate to the language of curriculum. Within the section describing the roles of 
community directors, it says that they are “to be ‘experts’ of student learning and how the 
Residential Curriculum is to be used as a framework to promote student learning and 
community development” (SEU, 2020, p. 21). Reading the curriculum book gave me an 
understanding for the feelings of anxiety experienced by participants. However, the 
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department had designed training and continued development to assist in the growth of 
participants as learners. By scaffolding learning, participants were able to experience 
training multiple times through different lenses. By discussing the curriculum continually 
throughout the semester, participants seemed to gain a sense of confidence in language 
and practice. I was able to observe the reminders for CM tasks of completing lesson plans 
and assessments in both of the observations I attended. 
Empowerment 
 One of the philosophies shared by multiple participants is that a new community 
director typically takes about a year to get familiar with the department and their role as a 
supervisor. First year community directors are not asked to chair committees and they are 
not placed on the curriculum committee until at least their second year. This allows staff 
to experience the Curriculum Model before working to make changes.  
 In the midst of this structure, though, there were many opportunities for 
participants to take on an active role in their learning as educators. Some were self-
initiated, while others were designed for the participants by learning partners. This 
section outlines the ways in which participants were empowered to work within the 
curriculum and to adapt it to be more effective. 
Active Engagement in CM 
 The first way that participants explained building competency in the curriculum 
was to put in the active work to learn the curriculum. This came from having an open 
mindset, reading the curriculum book, and making meaning through conversations with 
others. I asked participants about advice they would give to someone starting work in a 
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CM for the first time. Consistently, nearly every participant shared that new staff 
members should have an open mind and be willing to dig deep. Justin shared: 
I think the advice that I would give them is to come in with an open mind and a 
willingness to learn because I think if you do that you’re able to thrive and be 
successful in a curriculum model. Because if you’re close-minded or not willing 
to learn, then you’re going to be stuck in your ways and not really get the full 
picture of what’s being built and what’s being created. 
 While Mini ICA and continued development sessions allowed participants to 
build an understanding of the curriculum, nothing matched the effectiveness of reading 
the curriculum and using it regularly. Marissa said, “Our curriculum is a big book. There 
is a lot in it and it took really having to sit down and read the curriculum to understand 
it.” Ava shared, “I just kept going a thousand miles per minute, but then I stopped and 
I’m just like, okay. Read page by page and then figure out what you can learn from it.” 
 As I spoke to participants in interviews, they referenced the curriculum book 
continuously, sometimes holding it up to show me across the screen of our computers. It 
was clear that this was a practical and well-used document. Casey explained, “I’m in this 
book all the time and, it’s funny, I have it sitting out because I am always in it.” Marissa 
agreed, advising, “keep it on your desk and let it guide everything that you do in your 
work.” 
 Having read and understood more about the curriculum opens the door to actually 
use and adapt the curriculum. Ava described this process:  
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The more we talk about it, the less intimidating it got, because I’m like, “Oh, this 
is not a scary big book. It’s something that we use.” It’s something. This year, 
they can, they use the language as like, this is a live document, so it can change. 
And so that felt more like relaxing and more intentional. 
 Beyond gaining personal familiarity with the CM through reading, participants 
had supportive individuals who could process content with them on one-on-one 
interactions. These learning partners, either supervisors or more experienced colleagues 
in the department, gave encouragement and helped make meaning of the participants’ 
work as educators. Casey shared regarding her learning partner, “he would share; he 
would listen. You would make meaning and then he would kind of shape it to fit the 
needs of where we’re going.” 
 These learning partners frequently devoted time and energy to helping their 
learners grapple concepts. Marissa said, “I’m grateful that I had a supervisor who really 
dedicated the time to sitting down with me, answering questions, explaining those 
theories to me, and then really doing the follow-up.” Learning partners also explored 
knowledge by asking questions. According to Devin, “coming into a one-on-one and 
saying; they would say, ‘so curriculum stuff, what do we got? What are we working on? 
Or what are you hearing? What are you seeing? How are your RAs doing all of that?” 
 These interactions played a positive role in participants growth and understanding 
of being an educator in the CM at SEU. Taylor summarized the overall impact for her 
development by sharing, “one-on-ones were really, really pivotal moments for me when 
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it came to reflecting on what I was doing, how to better hone-in my practice week-to-
week.” 
 Building relationships with learning partners helped participants understand more 
about the CM and how to apply it to their communities. An added benefit was that it built 
trust and understanding between participants and other members of the department. 
Participants discussed having a sense of confidence instilled in them to advocate for 
themselves, and positive responses from the leadership in granting those requests. Casey 
described how a learning partner “empowered me to don’t ask for permission. Ask for 
forgiveness.” Casey went on to say, “there are a lot of times, like, oh, I didn’t want to say 
that or share it in that space. And she [the learning partner] is like, no go for it.” 
 Other participants shared their own experiences of speaking up on ideas. Ava 
said, “so, literally almost everything that I’ve been able to say verbally, whether I know, 
knew people were listening or not, they were listening and it happened for me. So overall, 
I’ll say my experience here has been really good in those regards.” 
 In both observations, I was able to see that participants and other community 
directors were leading the discussions and presentations on the CM. The department 
leadership team was present and offered supportive comments at the close of the sessions. 
It was clear that participants were prepared and well-versed in the content that they 
shared, leading me to believe that they had been entrusted with opportunity to take an 
active role in the curriculum work. Justin shared that this is the nature of the department. 
He explained, “Yeah, so you tell the leadership team things that you’re interested in. You 
may get a project.” 
 
 182 
Early High-stakes Leadership 
 Throughout the interview process, I continually heard stories from participants in 
which learning partners, often supervisors, tapped learners for big projects early on in 
their work in a curriculum. Participants often expressed a hesitancy about their ability to 
complete the task effectively, particularly when asked to be an expert in front of a group 
of more seasoned professionals. The learning partners, however, instilled confidence and 
trust in the participants to go out and try. Marissa shared that her experience was a way 
“to start doing it, to start facilitating it because that’s one of the best ways to learn.” 
These early experiences bred energy and enthusiasm for the curricular work. 
 Nearly every participant had a story to share related to being pushed out of their 
comfort zone to take on a challenging task. Casey shared the following: 
A memory that comes to mind is the one around introducing second year 
experiences within the curriculum. And it was in front of grads, first year grads, 
second-year grads and then the coordinator for the area. And so he [my 
supervisor] was like “[Casey], you’re going to go there and talk about it. And I’m 
actually not going to go with you and you’re going to give me a report back.” I 
hated it. I think that is a defining moment that I’m realizing right now, that set me 
up for success. And so I had to think through some of those pieces, and of course 
they had a lot of questions and well, “what does this look like?” Well, thank you 
for recognizing the gap area, because we don’t feel like at the time they didn’t feel 
like the curriculum necessarily was tailored for their students. And so I was able 
to come back with questions and because it was an area that I was able to identify, 
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it almost empowered me, like, “okay, I can do this.” I took it back to the 
[supervisor]. Okay. We’re going to let’s fix it and change some language now. 
And so he empowered me to have those conversations and share it out with folks. 
And I think that was really helpful. I need to send a thank you card. 
Lisa processed a similar experience of being pushed by her supervisor: 
“Is it okay for a first year coordinator to present this to the [HRL] department?” 
And she’s like, “yes, this is what I need you to do. Like, this is how you’re going 
to get better.” So I think I just continued as I’ve been here to, to feel more 
confident as a professional and know like, this is my skillset, this is what I’m 
really good at when I go leave this job. 
 Often, learning partners found leadership opportunities for participants that 
aligned with their skills and interests. Naomi, who had experience working with 
multicultural student groups experienced an exciting collaborative opportunity working 
with undocumented Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) students for 
scholarships and advising. 
[Rachel] does a really good job of, one, connecting with us in sometimes in a one 
to one basis, sometimes in a group basis. Our supervisors also during one-on-
ones; they asked what is something that we would want to do. When I talked to 
my, when I talked to [Rachel], she knew about specific populations that I was 
interested in. And when I talked to my supervisor, he knew that I also wanted to 
get more involved on campus. 
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This knowledge of Naomi’s passion led to her being approached for a campus-wide 
initiative with high-level administrators on campus. 
So this was something that [Rachel] didn’t want to let, didn’t want it falling 
through the cracks. Our Dean, our Assistant Dean didn’t want it to fall through the 
cracks… and through the department, I had the opportunity to work with our VP 
of Finance because she’s the one that directly approves any changes or any holds 
that can, that can be placed on students or removed from students whenever 
they’re working on their scholarships. Last summer, working with our Academic 
Initiatives, I also had the opportunity to work with our Director of Career Services 
and she’s also she was a VP at the time for one of the areas as well. 
 In the midst of joining this project, Naomi still felt empowered to advocate for 
self. Naomi described how this played out: 
My director, [Rachel], she asked me what was something that I wanted to give up 
so I could focus on that. And I said student conduct. I was kind of joking, cause I 
know it’s big, especially at the apartments level, but the apartments have actually 
been pretty good. And I was, I didn’t have to do student conduct as much this year 
as in the past. I was just joking in a way, and they took it out like, okay, I’m not 
going to argue. Let’s go. 
 Taylor was similarly recruited for a collaborative initiative based on her 
undergraduate degree and personal passions toward marketing and social media design. 
I was tapped a little to work on that project. Both because I have some like 
graphic design skills that I like to use. So when it came to working with... We 
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have our marketing department within our [Housing and Residential Life] area. 
And so it kind of felt being like a bridge of, okay, here’s some content. We want 
to make sure that all of the marketing folks within each of this department felt like 
this accurately spoke to what you wanted this collaboration to look like. So I think 
I was tapped because I have some of those graphic design backgrounds as well as 
knowledge of working within our Residential Life office and my past experience 
in an Orientation slash First Year programming. So it was, it’s pretty cool… 
supervisor also knew the talents that I had with the graphic design background. 
And so it was like a, “Hey, I think you would do well, you know, in this effort.” 
 Participants shared surprise at being at the table with important administrators or 
leading presentations to a staff of more experienced professionals. However, they 
excelled in these opportunities and were empowered to continue work. As Justin 
summarized, “I think if I was to go back now and be the chair of the training committee, I 
think I’d be more seasoned, but I think I wouldn’t be where I am without having that 
access.” 
 The concept of empowerment was one of the first to emerge during my 
interviews. The HRL department, with its leadership team and supervisors demonstrated 
a high level of trust with new staff. Even participants who first experienced CM as 
graduate students were tasked with fairly important projects that could have impacts 
across the department. I reflected on the mindset of others in the field that limit 
knowledge holders to those in highest positions on campus. Several participants 
referenced the flatness of the HRL department at SEU, but others also denoted a more 
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hierarchical structure of the overall campus. In my observations, I witnessed staff at the 
community director level encouraged to share feedback and ideas. While not tied to my 
research questions, I would have liked to explore whether these same levels of trust and 
empowerment exist at the graduate and undergraduate levels. 
Informing change 
 While participants described the process of learning about the structure of the 
curriculum, they also demonstrated excitement when they had the opportunity to 
personally contribute to the curriculum model. These contributions came in various 
forms: lesson plans, theoretical frameworks, training modules, learning goals, educational 
strategies. In each, participants described having a stronger sense of buy-in. In turn, I 
believe that this led participants to be stronger educators. 
 Casey explained how ownership of lesson plan design led to increased buy-in 
from staff and positively impacted the overall effectiveness of the CM: 
What makes it really special is that everyone has a hand in developing it. And 
that’s something that I really appreciate. I think sometimes folks are like, “Oh, I 
get to write this lesson plan”… I think it comes together when you get the manual 
for the next year. And you’re like, “Oh, I wrote that one.” And so it creates a little 
bit of buy-in. So the theory, the data, and then also the every, it belongs to 
everybody in the department. 
 Lisa described how her own mindset shifted after drafting her own lesson plans 
for the CM. In doing this, not only did she experience more connection to the CM, but 
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she found an impact on the staff that she supervised. Lisa’s contributions of lesson plans 
garnered buy-in for the staff she served as an educator in the curriculum. She elaborated: 
It was a long process, but at the end of the day, knowing that work that I 
physically did is going to be a part of something the following year, I think is 
really rewarding because you know that it’s going to outlive you. And so if I left 
[SEU] today, I know that there are lesson plans that I’m writing for training right 
now that are going to stay here for years and just get revised and edited because 
that’s where we’re at with our curriculum. We’re just continuing to refine it and 
then implement it. So I think that that is a memorable moment that I had and I was 
like, “That’s cool. I did that.” And even when I talked to my staff that next fall, 
whenever we talked about that lesson plan, I was like, “I wrote this.” Right? None 
of them believe me because they’re like, “What, you thought other people wrote 
this and you all just do it.” But to actually be a part of the process and then be able 
to articulate the why behind it when we’re working with our student staff is also 
really cool. Cause then again, it ties into that buy-in. “My [community director] 
wrote that. That’s really cool. I want to make sure she sees the work that I can do 
with what she’s created.”  
 For staff who are new to a CM, reading the curriculum book can seem 
intimidating. It can have language that may not resonate well. It can be easy to critique. 
However, once staff gain the experience of writing and contributing materials to the 
curriculum, such as lesson plans, they can begin to understand the time and effort that 
goes into these resources. Investing time and effort into a lesson plan is a personal 
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experience. Essentially, participants had to envision a learning experience and describe it 
clearly and accurately for staff to employ. Participants were further bought into the 
curriculum after designing a lesson plan. Even more, there was increased buy-in from 
student staff to rally around a lesson plan that their supervisor has designed. 
 Beyond lesson plans, other changes to the CM were implemented by participants 
over the years. Casey noted, “we do have a culture of really wanting to hear, change, 
prod.” These changes happened individually by community directors to adapt lesson 
plans and educational strategies to meet the needs of their communities with specific 
student populations. Changes also occurred through collaborative work in departmental 
committees to inform global changes to the CM that impacted the entire department. 
Whether individually or collectively, participants described energy around contributing 
new content to the CM. 
 Devin posited, “why do people like hall director positions or community director 
positions at institutions? There’s a level of autonomy that now we get as supervisors to 
create the experience.” For Ava, this autonomy was sparked by her supervisor, who 
asked, “‘how do you want to do it?’ And she gave me free, full creative control. And I 
was like, “yeah, let’s go.” So it, it just fueled me.” Participants expressed encouragement 
to modify materials from the curriculum book to implement more effective experiences 
for their specific residents. This was realized in a number of ways. 
 Freedom to modify should not come exclusively from personal interests and 
passions, but from an extensive knowledge of the student populations represented in 
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community. Justin explained how his unique community was perceived by others in the 
department and how he responded to that challenge: 
I think a lot of people in [HRL] think that apartment-style is challenging. And I 
would beg to reframe and say, “it’s not challenging. You just have to really think 
about the way that you really connect and engage with those residents.” 
Justin leveraged his unique knowledge of continuing students in apartments in his 
community to adapt learning experiences by connecting to students as they walk by in 
community, bringing faculty door-to-door to residents, and leveraging food as a way to 
engage through learning events such as Faculty Float Friday or Let’s Taco ‘Bout It.  
 Marissa, who had empowered staff to draft their own questions for the Tunnel of 
Oppression intentional conversations, did something similar with other events. She 
shared:  
We’ve recently implemented is for community gatherings, providing a 
PowerPoints that we pre-make the PowerPoint with the information necessary, 
but I give it to my student staff at least a week in advance. And I tell them like, 
fluff it up, make it you. If you want to change the theme of it in the background, 
whatever. But you know, make this so that it’s not going to be robotic and it’s 
going to be yours throughout. 
 Participants were seen as experts in their communities, and could advocate for 
their residents based upon that knowledge. Naomi shared how she offered pushback to a 
colleague around a structured summer program: 
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This was like the first summer session. So, I told her I did not feel comfortable 
bringing a faculty member to do a presentation for, one, maybe two students. If 
we held; if we like waited until Summer B whenever we had more residents on 
campus, and we were able to get a better audience, that would work out better. So 
she agreed. She spoke to the people that were working with [the curriculum]. We 
waited for Summer B and the difference was significant. You mean going from 
one or two students to going more of like ten, fifteen students. 
 Participants also spoke about ways in which their efforts informed changes that 
impacted the design and implementation of the CM across campus. Devin described 
working with a small team of other community directors to shift the theoretical 
framework used in their curriculum: 
We made a shift in our theoretical framework from Baxter Magolda to our 
framework now, which is Bronfenbrenner. And we never, prior to that change, 
never talked about Baxter Magolda. It was just kind of there. And we said it 
existed, but we never addressed it and showed how it existed. And then when we 
made the switch to Bronfenbrenner within the institutional context around student 
success and case management, and it just all fit.  
 There were other examples of participants changing the Curriculum Model at 
SEU. Justin described how he led to training committee to formalize lesson plans for 
every session. Devin talked about a transition away from traditional interviews in staff 
selection. Naomi shared, “we were able to adapt our residential curriculum to whenever 
we went into COVID restrictions, to an online platform.”  
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 The modification of the curriculum was a significant change to the CM at SEU in 
March 2020. The change of in-person curriculum to a digital platform founded by one of 
the study participants and was led by other community directors. In the SEU Showcase 
Documentary for ICA, this participant shared that they were tasked by Rachel, the 
department director, “to create space in a digital, virtual world for our students” (SEU, 
2020). In a limited timeframe, staff designed a digitized experience that modeled “video 
game streaming where we have a lot of active content with a schedule of running events 
every single day of the week” (SEU, 2020). The platform allowed for active and passive 
engagement, faculty webinars, intentional conversations, and major initiatives already 
aligned with the CM. This rapid development and adoption of a new setting for students 
to learn allowed participants to be prepared for new ways to engage students in the 
curriculum. 
 In this case study, I was able to observe an introduction of another global change 
to the CM. This was a change of one of the four learning goals from global citizenship to 
self-awareness and societal impact. In the next section, I will explore how some 
participants prepared this change for the team and how other participants responded to 
this new aspect of the CM. 
 When I thought about change and participants’ feelings of ownership to make 
changes in the curriculum, I spent time thinking about the constructs of autonomy and 
freedom. An earlier theme referenced how some participants initially struggled with the 
strict structure of lesson plans while another struggled with the ambiguity of achieving 
learning outcomes. I reflected similarly on the level of confidence needed to adapt an 
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educational strategy to meet the need of a resident population while still maintaining the 
integrity of the learning experience. I can imagine that this is a learned skill for 
participants.  
 Additionally, as participants gained more experience on campus, they were more 
likely to trust the lesson plans and adapt them seamlessly. Participants who had not been 
at the institution as long struggled with the expectations of the lesson plans. Both Ava 
and Naomi commented that residents didn’t need so many learning experiences in the 
CM and that undergraduate RAs were being asked to do too much. It is worth exploring 
whether those perspectives would change over time as they contribute new lesson plans 
and ideas to the CM. 
Communicating Change 
 Effective communication emerged as an important method for participants to 
learn about the CM. Additionally, participants experienced buy-in when they were 
engaged in the process of informing change for the curriculum, both locally and globally. 
Change can happen through design of lesson plans and modifications of educational 
strategies. During my case study, I had the opportunity to witness the introduction of a 
more significant change that will greatly impact the CM at SEU for years to come. 
Revision Process  
 In a CM, learning goals are situated just under the overarching educational 
priority. Most campuses have 3-5 learning goals which dictate the overarching concepts 
that students will experience growth in the model. It can be rare for a learning goal to 
change. Rachel, the director of the HRL department and gatekeeper for this study, shared 
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that the last time a learning goal was changed was in 2016. Even then, that was just a 
change to language and objectives, not the entire learning goal. I observed the change of 
Learning Goal 4 from Global Citizenship to Self-Awareness and Societal Impact. 
 Study participants were engaged in the learning goal revamp in various capacities. 
Casey and Devin served on the curriculum committee and presented the new goal to the 
rest of the department. The rest were participants who provided feedback. Using quotes 
from participant interviews and analytic memos from the observation, I reconstructed the 
process by which the department communicated change. 
 Prior to the presentation on Learning Goal 4 in staff meeting, presenters collected 
assessment to inform the revamp. Conversations to rewrite this learning goal had been 
ongoing over the course of the year, and were informed by a shift in language from the 
university. The curriculum committee referenced a Qualtrics form that had been shared 
with all graduate and professional staff to get input on the change. There were two 
portions to this survey: a word association activity and short answer questions.  
 The staff responses to the survey were coded by the curriculum committee 
through various theoretical frameworks used by the CM. This coding and finalization of a 
new goal was completed over a four-hour workgroup session with an outside consultant, 
the director of the HRL department, and another staff member. 
 I spoke to Casey about preparing to present to staff on a CM change. She shared 
the value she placed on preparing staff in advance to anticipate different viewpoints: 
It’s important that, for me, multiple eyes are on it. Getting different perspectives 
before it’s even presented to the group. I love to pick people’s brains and kind of 
 
 194 
prime. So, for some folks entering that space, I don’t think that’s going to be the 
first. That’s usually not the first time they’ve heard about it. 
 In addition to preparing staff for the conversation in advance, Devin spoke about 
the value of sharing context to staff. This includes what predicated the decisions being 
made and why the committee made the choices it did.  
When we put things together, we provide a lot of context because our team, and 
frankly this generation of professionals, love and want context. They want to 
know the why behind things and they want to know the how. 
 I spoke to study participants who were not on the curriculum committee to get a 
sense of how they prepare for and enter spaces where changes to the curriculum will be 
discussed. I did not anticipate that participants would put effort into sessions. However, 
they spoke of having access to readings in advance and knowing that a topic would be 
discussed. They also shared how they prepared by collecting feedback from their RA 
staff. Justin shared: 
So usually we know when we have a feedback session for our department 
meetings. Either they’ll put a calendar invite or they’ll send out an email.. They’ll 
send it at the end of the week because our meetings are on Monday. So you can 
prepare for it. 
 The setting for the Learning Goal 4 presentation was over videoconference with 
31 individuals in attendance. Six study participants were present. I observed that most in 
the meeting had their cameras off, but those who were visible were dressed casually. For 
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the presentation, one participant’s screen was being shared to show a Prezi presentation. 
There was a concurrent chat box running for participants to provide written responses. 
 Presenters started their session by providing context for the Goal 4 change and 
how the data received from the Qualtrics survey informed the committee workshop. After 
explaining context, presenters shared the updated Learning Goal 4 and its learning 
outcomes. After explaining the new framework, presenters opened the floor for formative 
feedback through the use of “oohs, aahs, umms, and hmms.” 
 I spoke to Devin about how presenters prepare for the feedback that the rest of the 
staff may share. He said that it required taking time to anticipate questions, reactions, and 
criticisms that participants may have. 
They bring up concerns and I would say eight to nine times out of ten, we’ve 
thought about all of those things. We’ve thought about, like, they poke at the 
language and the learning objectives. Yes. We’ve talked, we’ve talked for two 
hours like one specific learning objective, nitpicking at words and this is what we 
came up with. Do you have a better suggestion than what we have? And a lot of 
times they don’t, because it’s their first look at it, you know? So I think it’s a lot 
of considering what our, because our team is so smart and so thoughtful and so 
committed, trying to anticipate those questions. And then the other side of it is 
flexing a little bit to demonstrate where you pulled information from and making 
them feel valued. 
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 Study participants who listened to the presentation had trust and confidence in the 
curriculum committee that they were taking care to carefully go through the creation 
process and were including voices of other staff. Marissa said: 
I also very much trust our curriculum team because they don’t just move forward 
with things without presenting them and sharing with the group. And so I know 
that... and they also don’t present change, like just willy-nilly. I know that they 
have done, they’ve collected their data. They have explore their options and come 
to a conclusion that seems to make the most sense. And then they will adjust their 
conclusion based on our feedback. So having the context and then having an open 
mind are my two biggest things. 
 I observed excitement from the staff as the new Learning Goal 4 was explained. 
One attendee described their frustration with the Global Citizenship language of the 
original Learning Goal 4. They shared that the original goal had inaccessible language 
that had no clear meaning. Did global citizenship mean that someone has a passport to the 
whole world? 
 Justin shared excitement for the new goal similar to the feeling of a new iPhone 
coming out. He shared that the new learning goal would streamline conversations around 
the Tunnel of Oppression event to encourage students to be more self-aware. He found 
that this new goal would enhance meaning-making opportunities for interacting with 
students. 
 As the presenters wrapped up their session, Casey shifted to a more summative 
feedback opportunity, using a finger vote of one to five. Five would indicate that staff 
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loved the curriculum and one would share that the curriculum team missed the mark. The 
responses came in mostly over chat and video. Overwhelmingly, the responses were 5, 
with one 6, and a 4.5. Casey immediately responded to the 4.5 and shared that she would 
reach out to that person to determine what it would take to move their response to a 5 in 
order to improve the learning goal further. 
 I asked Casey what follow up typically looks like for participants. She shared that 
she regularly reaches out to those that give those responses to discuss in person. Often, 
they may be people who voted lower than 5, but did not contribute in the open feedback 
session. Casey shared that she communicates to them in this way: 
“You gave it a 4.5 out of five. Tell me more.” And so the things they brought up 
was great. I was like, those are good points for us to consider. And I think we 
even made edits after. But the question still remains. Why didn’t they feel 
comfortable bringing up in that space? And so I think it’s instilling the confidence 
piece. Because I think the space is there to talk, but you need, again, supervisors 
who tell them that I trust you, I believe in you. And I hear you. 
Casey referenced a consideration of supervision playing a role in staff willingness to 
speak up in spaces. This connects back to the empowerment that is so vital to the growth 
of learners. 
 In processing the Goal 4 revamp with Devin, he described feeling very content 
with how the presentation went. He anticipated more pushback but was excited to hear 
that the work of the curriculum committee paid off. He said: 
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I was actually pleasantly surprised in many ways, because I always think that 
they’re going to give more than what they actually ended up giving which is then 
kudos to our team because we thought proactively about those concerns. And I 
also expected some of those. I expected probably more pushback and less of a 
positive response because of this team is not afraid, from my perspective, at least 
having been here to give to give feedback in that way. I do know that a lot of 
folks reserved some of their qualms until after in one-on-one conversations with 
people which is dynamics of working in hierarchy. So understand that, too.  
But I think people in this department appreciate when you show the amount of 
work and effort and thought that went into something that it wasn’t just, 
especially something so important around creating a learning goal related to DEI, 
social justice, whatever you want to call it, that we didn’t just take it lightly and 
throw some pieces of, some words onto a piece of paper. That we spent a 
significant amount of two weeks trying to put some thought into that. So yeah, 
that one, it was pretty good. We left and we were like, all right, people are on 
board. We can move forward with this.   
 Devin came away with a very positive perspective of the presentation. He and the 
other presenters had a significant amount invested in this presentation, as it represented 
hard work and planning. I was curious to see how other participants reflected on the 
presentation. Marissa shared: 
I was fully on board with it when they presented it, which is a good thing. They 
provided me the “why” of why global citizenship needed to change. We’ve been 
 
 199 
saying that for a couple of years now that like students don’t respond to that 
terminology, it was formerly a part of the [SEU] strategic plan. That plan expired 
in 2019, though, and is no longer a phrase used at the institution. So it didn’t 
make sense to begin with at that point. So. I felt really good about it. I felt like 
they did their research. They knew what we were trying to achieve and had 
created appropriate language that was accessible to our students pretty much 
throughout. 
Other participants shared similar excitement for the new learning goal. In the 
presentation, one staff member commented that this work is a moment in time that will 
forever change what the CM is doing. After the session, Ava described to me a sense of 
attachment that she and others felt regarding the sense of impact that this change would 
have for the department: 
I really feel connected and I know some of my peers feel very connected to that. 
And so learning goal four is like our little baby. Or not even baby, but just 
somebody we’re helping raising. 
This idea of leaving a legacy surfaced multiple times in observations and interviews. As 
participants engaged further in the CM and contributed their own work in the strategic 
planning of the model, they gained a deeper sense of pride for the work. This became 
more than just a job for these educators, but a way to truly make a positive impact on the 




 My observation of the Learning Goal 4 revamp included three feedback 
techniques. Participants responded to the “ooh, aah” prompt by unmuting or within the 
group chat. At the close of the presentation, the entire team completed a five finger 
response to what had been presented. The HRL staff at SEU uses a range of feedback 
techniques that are modified Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs). In addition to 
the methods listed above, Taylor elaborated on other feedback techniques used in the 
department: 
We’ll place blank paper across the room. You know, cards, we’ll write either 
questions and we’ll go around and place them into their respective areas. Or we 
like to do things called “stop, start, continue, contemplate.” It’s like one of the 
things you want to stop. What are the things we want to start doing? What are the 
things we want to continue? Whereas some things are just thinking about like 
contemplating. That is just a nice catch all. I think that’s one of my favorite ways 
of either receiving and giving feedback. Also, we like to do things such as 
muddiest points. You’ll often see that more so during training processes. 
 The COVID-19 pandemic shifted these feedback experiences to online platforms, 
which some participants appreciated and others disliked. An image of a virtual feedback 
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 Those that liked the in person opportunities appreciated the hands-on activity of 
writing notes and moving them around the room. Lisa described her frustrations with 
virtual feedback: 
I think virtually has actually been more difficult for me to feel like I can process. 
Not because I feel like I have to process a different way, but I just think the nature 
of it happens. I do feel like I have less time in the virtual space. Whereas when we 
were in a physical space, when we would do the stop, start, continue, we would 
get physical sticky notes. And I would come with my sticky notes, ready to go put 
them in the proper place. 
Similarly, Taylor appreciated the ingenuity of the virtual software system for feedback, 
but shared that her favorite was doing these activities in person.  
 Ava gave a different perspective. She described the excitement of learning new 
software and a reluctance to share in person. Ava said that she felt more comfortable 
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communicating departmental feedback in virtual spaces. She said of the in-person 
feedback environment: 
I don’t feel like as many people would be comfortable sharing… It’s just when 
you’re basically comfortable in your own space, It just brings in another sense of 
safety that being in person doesn’t. At least for me being in-person, you got all the 
eyeballs staring at you at once, even though they’re staring at you virtually… 
When you’re speaking in-person, literally everybody’s staring at you. And you’re 
like, oh, if I make a mistake, it’s so many other things or what am I wearing? Or 
it’s just unnecessary distractions versus being virtual. When you’re done and you 
just mute. You’re back paying attention. 
 Reflecting on these different reactions to feedback made me understand that it is 
unlikely to find feedback methods that will resonate with everyone. Including a diverse 
set of strategies and encouraging individual follow-up has been successful for the HRL 
department at SEU. As campuses begin to move back to in-person experiences, it will be 
important to accommodate for those that have appreciated and feel more comfortable in 
virtual spaces. 
Adaptive Challenges 
 Many of the concepts shared so far in the second theme of my research have 
indicated a positive experiences that have appropriately challenged and supported 
participants’ growth as educators either through environment, engagement, or 
relationships. However, my case study also uncovered barriers to success. These concepts 
indicated complex, adaptive challenges that participants faced in their HRL department 
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which hindered the successful implementation of the CM. These included staffing 
shortages, external disruptions, distance work, and differing experiences across cohorts. 
Due to the personal nature of some of the content shared by participants, I have removed 
some pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. 
Midlevel Leadership Absence  
 Earlier in this chapter, I discussed the positive impact that communication with 
supervisors had on participant learning. Many participants described their supervisors 
(ADs) in ways that indicated that they served as learning partners. However, for some 
participants, these relationships were non-existent. When asked about who put in the 
work on much of the recent curricular changes, Naomi shared: 
It’s a little bit of a tough question because we’ve actually had three out of the four 
ADs transition within the last few months. Yes. We have three areas supervisors 
and then, and we have our student selection and training [AD], the three [ADs] 
left from December to now. 
Another participant added, “We’re experiencing a lot of transition around our [ADs], and 
so where folks sometimes feel, and sometimes folks don’t feel supported.”  
 A lack of supervision was not the only concern when it came to supervision. This 
participant went on to discuss some of the challenges that the department experienced 
even when there were midlevel managers in place.  
When I think about we’ve had a lot of AD transition. I think we have one AD 
right now. And I think that some of those ADs maybe didn’t prioritize curriculum 
because I don’t know if they truly understood it a little bit. 
 
 204 
The same participant did express hopefulness that the culture could change at SEU. They 
shared: 
I think once we get supervisors like AD supervisors in who have a passion and 
understanding and understand how to leverage it in spaces, I think there’ll be 
growth. So, I truly do. I know that [Rachel] and [Tom] have it and know it. And I 
think that sometimes sitting on the committee, it was hard to see maybe some 
ADs who didn’t fully understand it or even work to understand it. And so, 
hopefully that’s a shift that’s gonna come soon. 
COVID-19 
 Participants experienced incredible challenge as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. They continuously referenced the pandemic in the ways that it had altered the 
work that they were doing, how they related to their Resident Assistants, and how they 
engaged residents on learning initiatives in the CM.  
 The COVID-19 pandemic first impacted the SEU campus in the spring of 2020. 
As participants moved into the 2020-2021 academic year, there were many processes that 
were altered to adapt to maintain safety measures. Residential buildings were closed and 
consolidated to accommodate for isolation and quarantine beds, leading some participants 
to shift buildings and roles. The educational strategies of the curriculum shifted to an 
online platform for implementation. Participants expressed a struggle of engaging both 
RAs and residents to stay connected. Naomi shared: 
This year, because of COVID, we’ve had to, we closed a couple of communities. 
But my building is one of the ones with the highest occupancy because it is an 
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apartment-style single room. So I have that opportunity to have one of the 
communities with the most students in it. But also they, because they have their 
own rooms, they’re also very isolated. They keep a lot to themselves. So, it’s a 
little bit struggled. As you probably know, apartment style communities are a 
struggle without COVID. So COVID made that a little bit worse. So it’s this year 
it has been a lot of focus on working with RAs, making sure that they do not feel 
like discouraged when there’s lack of communication from the residents. 
Encouraging them to be more like intrusive in their way of approaching students. 
And it’s been a bit of a roller coaster for RAs where some students are very like “I 
need social interaction. If my RA wants to talk to me, I will go and talk to them.” 
And then there’s times he’s like “I’m very busy, so I don’t have time to talk to 
another person through the computer.” 
 The pandemic brought about new priorities for the department, which often 
shifted the focus away from student learning and engagement. In light of the new policies 
and practices in place for COVID-19, the CM focused less on traditional learning goals 
and more on keeping students safe and informed. Devin went into more detail: 
Last year, because of COVID, that’s what we had to do. Now, we did an opening 
community gathering and a closing community gathering that was all about policy 
and policy. It wasn’t even like we would try and do education, but it was mostly 
just like, “Here’s the COVID restrictions. Here’s how you leave for break here. 
Here’s a reminder of the COVID restrictions. Here’s how you leave for this 
semester”. And we did a passive resource at the beginning of the end that were 
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kind of similar. It was like, “Here’s academic resources for you to be successful in 
a COVID world.” 
Nevertheless, participants persisted with implementation of the curriculum, even in 
unconventional settings. Intentional conversations and events, which typically occurred 
face-to-face, shifted to online formats. This required coaching and support for 
undergraduate staff. Marissa explained how she continued to make meaning to support 
her student staff in implementing curricular initiatives: 
I think helping my student staff with, specifically this year, with their community 
gatherings. So they, especially being virtually, they have struggled to make their 
community gatherings something that students want to be a part of; something 
more than just information sharing. 
 Even with the coaching of staff to move to virtual engagements with residents in 
the CM, participants needed to navigate the fatigue of staff that came from being isolated 
and online. Virtual events became more tedious as the semester rolled on, causing some 
participants to pare down the curriculum to just what was essential. Naomi described the 
challenge of engaging residents due to exhaustion and burnout: 
I think this year that has doubly so a challenge due to the fact that engaging with 
folks virtually is just hard. And then by the time spring semester rolled around 
this year, people were extremely burnt out. Both our student staff, residents. 
They’re tired of virtual events. And so. It was more so, okay. Let’s rally together. 
How do we essentialize a little bit so that what we are able to deliver to them or 
give them, engage with them is going to hit in a way that is meaningful where, 
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you know, their attention and their energy may not have as much capacity 
normally. In a normal year, I would say that that’s one of the challenges that I’ve 
noticed within implementing the curriculum. 
 In addition to how participants experienced their roles as educators, there was also 
a challenge in connecting with colleagues and learning partners in a pandemic. Devin 
described how COVID-19 triggered a separation of staff offices across campus: 
Prior to the pandemic, our culture also was very collaborative. And I say before 
COVID because not being physically, we have a lot of spaces that are office 
suites where I was fortunate enough. I mean, until this year I was, and when I got 
moved to a new building. I was working in an office space shared hallway of 
three or four full-time professionals, all doing the same work I’m doing. 
Justin described the benefits of close proximity to staff he supervised. He said, “before 
COVID-19, just in passing, they would stop by our office to ask a question, but then 
maybe get you off on a tangent.” With restrictions in place for social distancing, this 
natural interaction between students and colleagues didn’t happen in the same way. 
 It is challenging to underscore the devastating impacts of a global pandemic on 
our world and the experiences of participants who work in higher education. What I can 
share is that some of the participants expressed a hopefulness about how their department 
reacted and responded to this crisis. Taylor said, “when you don’t really know where 
you’re going based on, you don’t. The world doesn’t know where it’s going. But I think 
the things that we’re able to do.” Lisa added, “COVID has obviously made it look a little 
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bit different, but even with that, we were still trying to pivot and be, like, we’re not 
giving up.” 
Disconnect across Cohorts 
 As disruptive as COVID-19 has been for participants, for those who are in their 
first two years as community directors, it was even more so. Casey reflected on the 
experiences of those who were hired after her: 
I think that the folks that are coordinators that joined during the pandemic and like 
I have, I’m recognizing that there’s a cohort of folks that came in and it’s been 
constant change wherever when they first got here. There was a hurricane and 
then we went into... there’s another natural disaster. Then we went into COVID. 
And so it feels like a constant flux. 
Once the pandemic changed the functions of the department, Ava discussed how her 
cohort became a support for her: 
And then when COVID hit, it was really like, oh crap, I’m on campus with only 
these folks. I need to make connections, or I need to, I need to take advantage of 
this opportunity that we have, because we are literally all that we have right now. 
And no one else knows what it’s like to be a [community director] at [SEU] right 
here right now, but us especially within our first year professionally. 
 As a result of this series of interruptions, I found there to be a divide across 
cohorts in their mindset and practice. These divisions have had varying levels of impact 
on the potential success of the curriculum. First, there seems to be a decreased level of 
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trust from newer cohorts towards midlevel managers as a result of the changed work. 
Taylor shared: 
Not to say that our, for example, our assistant directors don’t have conversations 
and touchpoints with students, but I think even with this past year where we were 
on campus and literally the only staff. We’re still student facing as the pandemic 
was happening. 
 This level of disconnect may have led to miscommunication and some mistrust 
between community directors and assistant directors. It may have led the younger cohort 
members to rely more closely on each other than even the returning cohort members, or 
buddies. Naomi said:  
That’s the way I see it as a support system. Obviously most of them, most of the 
time, it’s new professionals coming in. People new to the area, people who don’t 
necessarily have families in the area. So they become your little group that you 
can go and explore outside of campus as well. And go through some of the 
struggles that we might go through the department as a group. 
 As I reviewed my data, I found that those community directors who had been at 
the institution for three or more years often spoke about COVID-19 as if it were a 
deviation from the norm. For those participants with two or fewer years of experience, 
the work in COVID-19 was more of a reality. The colleagues who could best understand 
that reality were their peers from the same community director cohort. Ava summarized, 
“I would not have been able to navigate this, especially COVID, without them… cause 
we only got to spend a semester together pre-COVID, you know?”  
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 Attempting to do curricular work in a pandemic was obviously challenging for 
participants. For those with less experience in observing the CM as it was traditionally 
employed, it may have been even more difficult to be an educator. One participant 
reflected on how they observed newer community directors struggling to adapt the 
curriculum to be successful: 
What I’m observing and feeling from our newest staff, both graduate students and 
even full-time staff is the struggle around the gray that, more than before, not 
having a black and white picture of how to do things... you gave me this lesson 
plan, like I’m following it to a “T” there’s no step away from the, from the 
information here. And then saying this didn’t work for my community. And for 
someone like me who knows how to operate in that space and understand that that 
lesson plan was written a little bit broadly for us to make the slight tweaks for our 
communities. You know, I just inherently did that. 
 There are several examples of community directors demonstrating an ability to 
adapt the curriculum. They have been shared earlier in this chapter. However, it may be a 
skill that requires practice to develop ease and consistency. In a continuously volatile 
climate of a pandemic, this skill may be even harder to maintain. 
 The miscommunication across cohorts surfaced related to feedback. Another 
participant shared:  
That third cohort that came in, I think were sometimes nervous to ask questions… 
And I think they had a lot of change from natural environments with disasters 
from the hurricane and then COVID, and then lack of training that I have 
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constantly heard, “We haven’t had one normal year.” And then pairing that with, 
“I haven’t been here. I haven’t done housing before.” It’s been really hard for 
them. And so I think they rely a lot on themselves as a cohort to move them 
through. And they’ll, and I noticed, and I hear that they ask each other questions, 
but it’s been really hard to like kind of breach into, to the ways that I’ve tried to 
breach into that group is individually like one-on-one and hearing, right? And so I 
think something that over quarantine seems like, “Hey, you want to go walking 
with me?”  
She’s like, “Sure.” I don’t spend a lot of time with her anyway. And I asked her 
about the curriculum and she was like, “I don’t get it. And it doesn’t work for me 
because of these things here.”  
And I was like, “That’s awesome. Who have you shared that with?”  
“Nobody.”  
“Okay. So how do we get you into spaces or is there not comfort in sharing? You 
know, some of those things in feedback loop, right.”  
And she was like, “Well, I don’t know. Cause I don’t know. I am a nervous I will 
be perceived.”  
And I’m like, “But you know that you’re a knowledge holder.” 
 Each of these adaptive challenges blended into another. It was hard to reflect on 
them individually when they seemed to have a compounding effect on participants. 
Learning partnerships were most successful when there was communication, trust, and 
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empowerment in a shared learning environment committed to a common goal. When any 
of those elements was removed—the elimination of supervisors, the reprioritization of 
goals in the midst of a crisis, or the lack of communication brought about by distance—
participants struggled.  
 As I reflected on these challenges that participants faced, I revisited what they 
shared about learning about CM and being supported by learning partners. I had to adjust 
my assumptions that all of these positive stories were happening currently. Many were, 
certainly. But others were reflections from a time when participants had supervisors in 
place and were engaging in physical spaces together to collaborate on the CM. In my 
final reflection with Rachel, the director of the HRL department, we discussed challenges 
of the year. She shared that in the midst of all of the uncertainty, she was thankful that 
there was a structured curriculum in place that the team was using. This gave me 






 This descriptive case study explored the experiences of housing and residence life 
(HRL) staff who implement a Curriculum Model (CM) for students. The curriculum 
approach is founded on literature that challenges student affairs and HRL educators to 
actively engage students in learning experiences to promote success and support the 
university’s academic mission (Keeling, 2006; Kerr & Tweedy, 2006, Whitt, 2006; Kerr 
et al., 2020). CMs are an emerging and growing practice on university campuses, and 
limited research exists on the concept. 
 In this study, I learned from housing professionals who had the most hands-on 
experiences teaching the curriculum to undergraduate paraprofessional staff and 
residents. I was curious to learn how they saw themselves as educators for students and 
how learning partners supported them in building buy-in, competence, and efficacy in 
implementing their departmental curriculum. My research questions were: 
1. How do live-in staff in housing and residence life that implement a Curriculum 
Model see themselves as educators for students? 
2. In what ways are live-in educators in housing and residence life supported 
through learning partnerships to implement curricular-based learning? 
 Thus far, there have been three published research studies related to the curricular 
approach as defined by the model at the University of Delaware and the ACPA Institute 
on the Curricular Approach. These studies have explored the undergraduate experiences 
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within a curriculum (Sanders, 2018), the experiences of one department that recently 
transitioned to a residential curriculum (Lichterman, 2016), and structural and culture 
experienced by staff at five institutions that implement a CM (Kropf, 2020).  
 I intended to build on existing literature to contribute new information into the 
limited field of study around CMs. The most relevant research studies focused on 
learning organizations and organizational change theories that supported staff in 
implementing curriculum. My research extends from some of the future research 
recommendations from those studies. Kropf (2020) recommended interviewing “staff at 
one institution to gain deeper understanding from multiple perspectives about their 
organizational structure and culture” (p. 182). Lichterman (2016) similarly recommended 
an “in-depth interview study involving staff by distinct positions” (p. 344). My research 
focused on a specific position level at one institution and explored those participants’ 
experiences as educators as they learned, implemented, and adapted the CM. 
Summary of Literature 
 Colleges and universities are complex and dynamic organizations (Shushok et al., 
2013). Historically, faculty and staff have played different roles in fostering student 
learning to support university missions. Student affairs, which has long encompassed 
housing and residence life departments, emerged later than the academic disciplines when 
faculty relinquished responsibilities of student oversight outside of the classroom. 
Professionals in these positions have continually reinvented themselves to meet the 
changing needs of students and institutions. Professional organizations have guided the 
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evolution process by encouraging collaborative learning opportunities across institutions 
rooted in scholarship, research, and practice (Wilson et al., 2016). 
 Blimling (2015) described the changing priorities of staff in student affairs and 
HRL from a student services and administration approach to a student development and 
learning approach. In student services and administration, staff emphasized operational 
efficiency and student satisfaction. Conversely, the student development and learning 
approaches challenged practitioners to go beyond supporting academics to contributing to 
the university’s mission. 
 One way that HRL departments can contribute to student learning is by 
acknowledging and harnessing the educational potential of residential communities 
(Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Shushok et al., 2011; Blimling, 2015). On-campus residences 
are spaces where students do more than just sleep. They are spaces where students 
navigate their college experience, build support networks within the community, interact 
across differences, manage time and priorities, navigate conflict, practice leadership, and 
build personal habits that will lead to future success after graduation. The decisions that 
institutional administrators make capitalizing on this learning can have beneficial impacts 
on integrating the holistic learning experience of students both in the classroom and 
beyond. 
 Many foundational and recent documents extol the importance of student affairs 
and HRL staff committing to being an educator for students. Kerr & Tweedy (2006) 
provided one of the first clear frameworks for implementing this in a housing department. 
They discussed an innovative initiative of developing a residential curriculum, which 
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uses the structure of the classroom instruction to be applied to the residential experience. 
University of Delaware’s first residential curriculum sparked a movement toward what is 
now being called the curricular approach or a Curriculum Model.  
 The CM concept spread rapidly across campuses through the support of the 
professional organization ACPA and its development of an Institute on the Curricular 
Approach (ICA),  formerly the Residential Curriculum Institute. At ACPA ICA, faculty 
develop an intentionally sequenced experience that guides new attendees through the 
process of designing a CM for their campus. The institute highlights the different work 
expectations that come with the curricular approach compared to traditional programming 
models (ACPA, n.d.). 
 A CM has the following components: an educational priority uniquely aligned 
with the university’s mission, broad learning goals, measurable learning outcomes, 
diverse educational strategies sequenced over time, and facilitation guides for 
implementing learning experiences with assessment (Kerr et al., 2020). The curricular 
approach can be a paradigm shift for many seasoned HRL administrators. Rather than 
relying on undergraduate paraprofessionals to select and employ learning programs, each 
educational strategy facilitation guide is professionally drafted, designed with sound 
theory and pedagogy, and encourages active student engagement with learning 
assessment that can be measured through a rubric. 
 To be most effective in CM work, HRL staff must first embrace their roles as 
educators by “adopting the mind-set of educator over administrator” (Kerr et al., 2020, p. 
13). In seeing themselves as educators, staff begin to find purpose in their work to 
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support student learning and additional develop growth toward Baxter Magolda’s theory 
of self-authorship (2004).  
 Self-authorship allows individuals to find answers to who we are, what our 
purpose is, and how we define relationships. While these questions extend far beyond an 
individual’s employment, they are significant in our work. The journey toward self-
authorship extends through adulthood as participants navigate graduation and embark on 
careers. Baxter Magolda and King (2004) studied the role that positive, learning partner 
relationships played in individual journeys toward self-authorship. Learning partnerships 
provide opportunities to support and challenge individuals to navigate new environments 
and build efficacy toward self-authorship.  
 Learning partners can also provide structure for the learning experiences of 
individuals. Stauffer and Kimmel (2019) provide a framework for effectively training 
staff through context, a guided and extended learning process, and increasingly elevated 
tasks to contribute to the model. Taylor and Baxter Magolda (2015) share that individuals 
have agency in their own learning and can identify and engage learning partners in their 
educational journey.  
 In the context of this research study, I was interested in exploring whether my 
participants saw themselves as educators in answering the previous reflection questions. 
Knowing that work in a CM is a model in which participants may have little experience, I 
explored how they found individuals who supported their growth. I was interested to 
learn how learning partners found ways for participants to engage with the CM, build 




 The findings in this study are drawn from two themes, which are aligned with my 
two research questions. They are described in detail in Chapter 4 and include (1) 
embracing the role of educators in work in CM and (2) factors influencing participant 
growth as educators. Baxter Magolda’s (2004) self-authorship theory and Baxter 
Magolda and King’s (2004) partner learning model assisted in interpreting these findings. 
Additionally, I used the 10 Essential Elements of a Curricular Approach to connect 
concepts to the framework of a CM. 
Seeing Self as Educator 
 The first theme explored participants’ ability to conceptualize their role as 
educators as community directors in an HRL department implementing a CM. I learned 
that participants incorporated a scholar practitioner mindset. Hatfield and Wise (2015) 
describe scholar practitioners as individuals who serve as administrators while 
simultaneously engaging in scholarly endeavors. Participants described many experiences 
of reading articles for staff meetings, engaging with theoretical frameworks, and 
conducting assessment and research projects to benefit their campus or the field. 
 Study participants shared an innate passion for learning. They discussed 
continuing their formal education and their drive for continual learning and improvement. 
Because of this internal learning mindset, participants were excited to tackle the concept 
of curriculum at SEU. In doing so, they were willing and able to positively contribute to 
the CM. Kropf (2020) found that “having a learner mindset is not teachable, so it is 
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imperative for curricular model organizations to hire staff with that mindset” (p. 165). 
The HRL department must find ways to identify and emphasize this learner concept in 
their recruitment, selection, training, and development processes. This aligns with the 
findings of my study because participants described their internal motivations for 
learning. As a result of this excitement for learning about the CM, they were willing to to 
attempt new tasks and make positive contributions to the model through creation of 
lesson plans and modifications of learning experiences. 
 Additionally, I found that prior experiences in education were beneficial to 
participants in understanding the CM but not a precursor to success in the model. What 
was more important was a fundamental belief that HRL professionals implementing a 
Curriculum Model could teach students in meaningful ways. That said, there is evidence 
in my study to show that individuals with formal teaching experience may have an easier 
time navigating curriculum terminology and practice.  
 This finding aligns with what Kerr et al. (2020) found when they wrote, “Those 
who enter the student affairs profession with teacher preparation training tend to thrive in 
a curricular approach” (p. 27). Kerr et al. (2020) shared that less experienced staff can 
often struggle less with the paradigm shift than those who have worked in a traditional 
programming model for an extended time. Participants in my study had similar 
experiences. 
 In talking about their work, participants often compared their daily tasks to that of 
a classroom instructor. This comparison was powerful since it exemplified what previous 
literature for student affairs and HRL challenged professionals to do. A curricular 
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approach creates an opportunity to bridge the gap between academic affairs and student 
affairs (Bloland et al., 1996; Magolda, 2005; Blimling, 2015). Participants spoke with 
authority about the structure of their learning environments, the scaffolding of concepts, 
and the meaning-making they provided for students.  
 For undergraduate paraprofessional staff like Resident Assistants (RAs), there 
were barriers to curriculum implementation that participants had to navigate. Lichterman 
and Bloom (2019) described how student staff “perceived challenges with how language, 
such as word choice was structured” and that “the language included in lesson plans, for 
example, was perceived as jargon or unfamiliar” (p. 62). Similarly, participants in this 
study spoke of simplifying language, guiding the process of understanding lesson plans, 
and role-playing scenarios in advance of an educational strategy. 
 Participants recognized a deeper purpose to their work. Some worked in 
traditional programming models before being at their current institution. When reflecting 
on their tasks, they felt that the relationships were impersonal and tasks were focused on 
meeting a “programming quota” (Kennedy, 2013). Comparatively, the CM offered 
opportunities for active engagement, flexibility and innovative strategies, meaningful 
real-world activities, and deep interpersonal relationships (Hirsch & Burack, 2001; 
Kennedy, 2013). 
 Baxter Magolda’s (2004) research explored participants navigating self-
authorship in various settings, but discussed college residential spaces to be particularly 
beneficial for the promotion of self-authorship. Residential spaces have educational 
potential through the process implemented by live-in staff in the community for residents. 
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The “purposes of residence halls thus include creating environments that enhance 
students’ academic success, promote students’ personal development, teach self-
responsibility, and provide learning experiences” (Baxter Magolda, 2004, p. 281). This 
confirms the experiences shared by participants about the meaning-making that they 
offered to students. Participants were invested in the success and learning of students that 
would extend beyond graduation. 
 In the first theme of this research study, participants expressed a desire to use 
assessment to inform decision-making and practice. This finding was confirmed by 
previous research on CMs. Kropf (2020) shared that “an assessment process is needed, 
where data-informed feedback informs decision making to keep the curricular model 
process responsible, accountable, and effective in outputs” (p. 161). Assessment can 
sometimes be an intimidating concept, particularly in student affairs and housing and 
residence life departments. To see entry-level staff not only discuss their capability to 
complete assessment but possess an internal drive to initiate it was encouraging. Kropf 
(2020) shared that to have a successful CM, every member of the department needs to be 
actively engaged with assessment. That parallels the findings in my study. 
Participant Growth as Educators 
 As participants spoke of their personal learning as educators in the CM, they 
reflected on the environments, people, and experiences that impacted their growth. The 
site institution had a well-established Curriculum Model that had been in place for nearly 
a decade. Participants were aware of the renown of the model and that their work would 
look different from a traditional HRL role. Many described being intimidated by the 
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structure and content. As learners, they acknowledged the adaptive challenge they would 
face in their position, which is something previous scholars have also discussed in other 
contexts (Taylor & Baxter Magolda, 2015). In the particular context of a CM, the role of 
educator needs special attention and intention which fits in the context of existing 
literature related to other areas of the development of student affairs and HRL 
professionals. 
Environments 
 Because of how established the CM was on campus, many anticipated challenges 
were eased by work done by departmental leadership. Campus partners understood the 
philosophy of the curriculum. Partners were open to collaborating and learning from 
participants. This leadership reflects an essential finding from a previous study. Kropf 
(2020) explained that curricular success “starts with the director and positional leader in 
the department, including resources, followed by a clear plan for the curricular 
implementation, continued expansion with campus partners, and a clear assessment 
process” (p. 154).  
 Participants in my study shared the structure was in place for them. The 
curriculum book was extensive and detailed. The committee structure was robust. 
Campus leaders were familiar with the initiative. Partners were involved. Assessment 
processes were established. Participants were entering a department that knew how to 
implement a curriculum successfully. Additionally, the program in my study followed 
guidelines established in existing CM literature, including an adherence to the 10 
Essential Elements of a Curricular Approach (Kerr et al., 2020). 
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 Interpersonal relationships played an influential role in participant growth in this 
study. Learning partners were found in many places. They were leaders of the 
department, direct supervisors, peers, and colleagues. In self-authorship, supervisors have 
the potential to make or break an experience. “When participants viewed supervisors as 
mentors, it was often because supervision engaged the growing edge of participant’s 
development on the journey to self-authorship” (Baxter Magolda, 2004, p. 264). On the 
other hand, for supervisors who do not challenge and engage learners around research 
and scholarship, those learners may not have the capacity or motivation to engage in 
growth (Hatfield & Wise, 2015). All participants spoke of the mentorship they gained 
from learning partners, including their supervisors. As a result, this study builds on 
existing scholarship and identifies partners including, and beyond supervisors who can be 
essential in fostering individuals’ growth. 
 Formal training is one of the key experiences that participants shared. A Mini ICA 
is a concept that is prevalent in previous research about the curricular approach. Kropf 
(2020) stated that a minimum of one day should be set aside for training content covered 
during the ACPA ICA. This training would “review all aspects of the curriculum model, 
the assessment facilitated, what students have learned, educational priorities, and learning 
goals and outcomes” (pp. 175-176). Lichterman (2016) similarly shared the positive 
benefits of hosting a Mini RCI to immerse staff in concepts around the curriculum.  
 Participants shared an appreciation for the intentionality and appropriate 
scaffolding of knowledge they experienced in their training and ongoing development. 
This reflects the recommendations of literature on best practices for building HRL 
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capacity to implement a CM. Stauffer and Kimmel (2019) wrote that it is important to 
“develop a guided process with opportunities for practice and feedback” (p. 38). Effective 
training incorporates sound andragogy, backward design to determine appropriate 
outcomes, and engagement of all staff through tasks that demonstrate gradually 
increasing competencies (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). My study reinforces this finding. 
 Beyond training, participants experienced growth through continued learning and 
engagement with curricular topics throughout the year. This was confirmed through the 
findings of Lichterman (2016), who stated that CM content  
should be integrated into all facets of the onboarding and training as well as 
developments through the use of relevant literature and readings, pedagogy on 
teaching and learning techniques, and assessment practices to gauge learning. (p. 
334) 
Because of the department’s emphasis on building scholar practitioners, this ongoing 
development was vital for participants’ experiences according to my study. 
Empowerment 
 The established structure and training provided by the department did not negate 
the work that participants needed to do on their own to build efficacy. Participants had to 
read the curriculum, ask questions, and reframe understanding to understand their tasks 
within the model better. This required a personal commitment to learning. “being 
learning centered is a personal commitment, and in order to create learning environments 
for students, full-time staff members need to be aware of theory and learning 
development” (Kropf, 2020).  
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 Taylor and Baxter Magolda (2015) established a framework for learners to 
promote personal growth as an educator. The first two steps challenge learners to 
determine the adaptive challenges that they are facing (intimidation of a CM) and 
establish individual learning goals to achieve (building competence in CM) through the 
support of a mentor or supervisor. As discussed earlier in this chapter, this was found to 
be the case in my study, as well. 
 Participants shared many ways in which they contributed to the curriculum. These 
experiences built necessary skills that made participants better educators. These 
contributions endeared participants to the curriculum through deeper investment and buy-
in. Kropf (2020) discussed the importance of getting individuals on board to build an 
effective curricular culture and that everyone’s engagement can ensure success.  
Acquiring basic knowledge is a necessary, but insufficient layer of learning in 
every discipline. Learners cannot become experts in their field of study without 
acquiring the requisite knowledge, yet they cannot think critically and participate 
in the evolving development of their fields unless they know how to construct 
new knowledge to extend existing knowledge. (Baxter Magolda, 2004, p. 205)  
Participant contributions to the CM were important for participants’ learning and also 
garnered enthusiasm for their work.  
 When participants had the experience of writing a lesson plan or modifying an 
educational strategy, they described a sense of pride and voice. Lichterman and Bloom 
(2019) concluded that experiencing a sense of being heard was empowering to staff. On 
 
 226 
the other hand, when staff did not feel that they had a voice, they became discouraged 
with the curriculum. These observations were also true in my study. 
 “Getting people on board is an iterative adaptation process, just like making 
changes to the curricular model” (Kropf, 2020, pp. 170-171). While all staff were 
required to draft lesson plans and teach their student staff implementation, there was a 
range of opportunities for deeper engagement in curricular work. Participants shared 
powerful stories of being tapped for large projects early in their experiences. These 
projects ranged from committee leadership to research and assessment projects to 
collaborations with high-level administrators across campus. 
 These opportunities were specific to the skills and abilities of the participant. 
Much like Lichterman’s (2016) study, “most participants appreciated when their ideas 
and talents were engaged for the betterment of the organization” (p. 329). Learning 
partners listened to participants and identified opportunities to maximize their passions 
and talent to complete tasks. By doing this, they practiced multiple components of the 
Learning Partnership Model (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004).  
 First, learning partners challenged participants by placing them in settings where 
knowledge was complex and socially constructed. The tasks that participants were given 
often dealt with solving a problem on campus, such as identifying support for DACA 
students, researching ways to engage white male students, or integrating with the 
department of Orientation. Second, they supported participants by validating their 
capacity to know information. Learning partners encouraged participants to draw from 
their own experiences to contribute to solutions while also providing context, resources, 
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and support to set participants up for success. Finally, learning partners supported 
participants by establishing a shared authority and expertise on the assigned project. 
Participants were entrusted to make big decisions, represent the HRL department, and be 
in the spotlight for communicating information (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). Each of 
these exemplifies the findings of existing scholarship. 
 Baxter Magolda’s (2004) study of participants navigating self-authorship beyond 
their undergraduate experiences and in adulthood elaborated on this concept: 
Employees were validated as knowers by being afforded autonomy to understand 
and work with complexity. Rather than being told what to do, they were guided 
with written resources, conversations with coworkers and supervisors, and 
processes for problem solving particular to their fields. Supervisors taught 
employees what questions were important to make decisions. They were given 
samples to use as guides when they approached new tasks. Providing these 
resources as employees were conducting their work situated learning in the 
employee’s experiences (p. 251) 
Learning partners were most successful when they solicited participants’ opinions, 
trusted their judgments, respected their beliefs, and invested in their interests, all while 
maintain focus on the curricular goals to promote student learning and success through a 
defined CM (Baxter Magolda, 2014). 
 As participants experienced trust and empowerment from learning partners, they 
had opportunities to be more vocal within their work. They learned to advocate for 
themselves and their communities with unique student populations. The conditions for 
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growth stemmed from the appropriate challenges they faced and contributed to 
participants’ development in self-authorship. More than understanding themselves, 
participants built “capacity to see the intersections of diverse perspectives” (Taylor & 
Baxter Magolda, 2015, p. 16). Baxter Magolda (2014) shared that managing multiple 
perspectives, while seeing the similarities and differences of each is a marker for self-
authored individuals. Advocating for communities allowed participants to expand their 
thinking to advocate for student populations that they may not belong to in order to 
support their learning (Kropf, 2020). 
Communicating Change 
 Working in a CM is a continuous process of reflection, assessment, and revision. 
Organizations using the curricular approach must “be consistently vigilant in making 
appropriate iterative changes to develop learning moments for the changing culture of 
students” (Kropf, 2020, p. 170). In this case study, I observed a typical and continuous 
review process and a more significant structural shift in the CM.  
 One of the 10 Essential Elements of a Curricular Approach is that a review 
process assists in developing a curriculum (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Kerr et al., 2017; Kerr 
et al., 2020). A substantial review process incorporates engagement from all staff with 
representatives from collaborative partners, with the additional opportunity to integrate 
an external reviewer (Brown, 2019). Regular review processes should happen 
continuously throughout the academic year and should use assessment to focus on 
continuous advancement and improvement (Brown, 2019; Kerr et al., 2020).  
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 Feedback loops are a best practice for regular connections to reflect and assess the 
curriculum throughout the year (Kropf, 2020). In the feedback loop that I observed, I saw 
participants sharing perspectives and ideas of how learning experiences impacted their 
communities. Community directors led these discussions and demonstrated that 
“communication is not just top down; rather, good communication is inclusive of all 
members” (Kropf, 2020, p. 168). From my observation, no hierarchy existed in the 
feedback loop discussion, despite supervisors and leadership team members being 
present. Instead, learning partners allowed for mutually constructed meaning of the 
content so that each participant could contribute their perspectives of learning 
experiences in their own communities (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 
 In addition to regular review processes, Kerr et al. (2020) recommended that 
departments “revisit the entire curriculum as needed” (p. 72). They called this a re-dig, 
which resembles the archeological dig that staff may undergo when first designing their 
CM. In the re-dig, staff can reflect on changes to local, national, and global issues that 
impact students. They can assess changes to university leadership, goals, expectations, 
and strategic plans that may affect curricular implementation (Kerr et al., 2020). The 
HRL department at SEU used a shift in university vision and language to inform the 
rewriting of a learning goal from global citizenship to self-awareness and societal impact. 
 The ability to undergo a quality review process reflects the competence of staff 
and the integration of these experiences into the regular tasks of participants throughout 
the year. By contributing their own work to the CM, they enhance it and continually 
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address a changing higher education landscape. Taylor and Baxter Magolda (2015) 
summarize the environments that participants faced in the CM: 
In addition to the individual work that participants did to build competency in the 
CM, participants experienced a collaborative culture that expected involvement in 
curricular work. “Environments that challenge individuals to develop self-
authorship are learning partnerships that highlight the complexity of decisions and 
discourage simplistic solutions, encourage individuals to develop personal 
authority, and promote collaborative problem-solving (p. 20) 
Learning partnerships play a significant role in helping participants build efficacy and 
confidence in the curriculum. As a result, they can make changes that they are proud of 
and effectively leave their mark on the department and SEU campus. 
Adaptive Challenges 
 In the journey toward self-authorship, participants experience growth through 
challenging circumstances (Barber et al., 2013). Baxter Magolda (2014) described 
adaptive challenges as “situations in which neither problems nor their solutions are well 
known and problems are solved in the process of working through them” (p. 3). In this 
study, participants shared multiple challenges that impacted their work. These challenges 
had the potential to build toward personal growth but also posed risks that inhibited 
learning partnerships from being effective. 
 The HRL department at SEU experienced departures of midlevel professionals 
who served as supervisors to participants. This likely impacted the development of 
participants, particularly those who were newer to their roles. There is no literature or 
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research on the impact of staff departures on the effectiveness of a curriculum model. 
However, Barber et al. (2013) shared how intense challenges can shift a learner’s support 
network toward peers by “relying primarily on friends for guidance or support to face 
these personal challenges” (p. 884). This could explain why more recently hired 
participants discussed finding partnerships within their cohort, despite having the same 
amount of experience in their roles. 
 Staff departures at SEU were representative of a more significant trend in the 
nation. No academic literature has been published about “the great resignation” 
(Thompson, 2021), but several online articles have discussed the trend of professionals 
leaving their work for different opportunities. Ellis (2021) described the increased 
workload during the pandemic, inadequate pay, opportunities for better work-life 
balance, and frustrations with campus policies as factors for leaving higher education. 
Millennials and Generation Z are changing jobs at higher rates than other generations 
(Ellis, 2021). Thompson (2021) added that this phenomenon is occurring in different 
fields, such as healthcare and hospitality. 
 COVID-19 continues to impact higher education, and participants frequently 
referenced its salience in their experiences. For HRL professionals at SEU, the pandemic 
initially sparked a burst of innovation as staff worked diligently to design an online, 
interactive experience to engage residents with student learning in the CM. By the time I 
spoke with them over a year after the pandemic started, enthusiasm was waning, 
particularly in frustration related to socially distanced engagement and uncertainty with 
when things might return to the way they had been in the past. 
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 In reflecting on participants’ experiences navigating these significant adaptive 
challenges, I wondered what might happen to learners who face too much adversity. The 
challenge of presenting to a vice president of a division is starkly different from the 
challenge of ensuring personal health and safety while supporting students when you do 
not have a supervisor. The unprecedented nature of a global pandemic rendered 
mentorship and experience from leadership nearly ineffective. All staff and students were 
navigating this situation for the first time together. 
 No research or literature adequately explained how educators could succeed in 
these environments. Riker and DeCoster’s (2008) general objectives for student housing 
depicted multiple levels that build toward a focus on student learning. The lowest levels 
established a sufficient, well-maintained physical living space for students. Maintaining 
safety and comfort must be prioritized before focusing on interpersonal connections and 
engagement opportunities for student learning.  
 In many ways, the pandemic shifted the focus of work toward maintaining student 
safety through measures of social distancing, masking, and quarantining. In the midst of 
this challenge, participants in the HRL department at SEU still implemented the lesson 
plans, feedback loops, and assessments for their CM. This is a testament to the culture 
established by leadership in the department and how participants continually saw 
themselves as educators in their work. 
Implications for Practice 
 Many of the findings of this case study confirmed existing literature and research 
around Curriculum Models. Other results were not previously reflected in any scholarly 
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literature. As part of my data analysis, I sought to develop practical recommendations 
from findings that can benefit departments that employ a CM and educators working in a 
curricular approach. 
 Staff in a CM must take an active role in their own learning. For team members 
new to a Curriculum Model, it is essential to take ownership of learning how to best 
implement the model. There may be a steep learning curve to gain understanding of new 
terminology, theories, resources, and strategies. Participants recommended that new staff 
be open-minded, dive into the tasks required of the CM, ask questions for clarification, 
and actively identify potential mentors. Participants should participate in active reflective 
of their own motivations to educate students through meaningful learning experiences.  
 A departmental culture of learning can support the success of a Curriculum 
Model. Departmental leaders are guided through foundational CM documents to develop 
a clear educational priority for the curriculum. Leaders must effectively and consistently 
communicate that vision with staff, students, faculty, and partners. Successful 
departments continually identify and incorporate new collaborative partners and work 
together to achieve shared learning outcomes and assessment data to inform practice. 
Departments must engage all staff to create comprehensive resources, training, and 
ongoing development opportunities that will on-board new staff. These resources will 
allow staff to quickly acclimate and engage with already supportive partners. 
 Effective feedback and communication fuels strong partnerships. Participants 
shared how they built trust with peers, supervisors, and departmental leaders who 
promoted confidence and buy-in to do curricular work. Learning partners should 
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continually reinforce scholarship as a way to make meaning of curricular work. At SEU, 
this was done through shared scholarly articles that were required for staff meetings 
throughout the year. This can also be achieved through encouraging engagement in 
professional organizations’ conferences, webinars, and listservs. Learning partners should 
actively listen to learners’ experiences and connect them to opportunities to engage and 
adapt content around passions. By leveraging the knowledge and expertise learners bring 
to their role, the department can continue to enhance the curriculum. 
 Engaging learners in high-stakes involvement early can foster confidence. 
Learners must develop understanding and efficacy of the roles and responsibilities of 
their position. However, participants shared wanting to contribute more to leave their 
mark of the CM at SEU. They felt more invested in the curriculum when they were 
contributing new resources rather than just following the resources that already existed. 
Learning partners must actively engage learners in projects that can appropriately push 
learners beyond their comfort zones. Participants reflected on the initial tensions of not 
feeling adequately prepared to complete a task followed by increased confidence after 
they accomplished that goal. Learning partners can appropriately scale low-stakes 
modifications for staff into more significant decisions that learners can make that will 
impact the CM. 
 Extreme adaptive challenges limit success of learning partnerships. Research 
shows that challenge can encourage growth toward self-authorship. However, it is crucial 
to acknowledge the compounding effects of multiple external challenges. Learning 
partners must be aware of the internal and external pressures facing institutions, 
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departments, staff, and students. Within these challenges, partners may identify shifts in 
behaviors as learners draw support from peers who may resonate with similar 
experiences. Amid the crises of an ongoing global pandemic and growing staff 
departures, departmental leaders must increase awareness on the workload, stress, and 
safety concerns that learners may be navigating. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 A wide range of research is still needed to understand Curriculum Models and 
their impacts on departments, staff, and students. This research study focused on the 
experiences of live-in professional staff in an HRL department with a CM. I explored 
how staff defined themselves as educators for students and how they were supported to 
implement curriculum through learning partnerships.  
 Similar studies should explore staff experiences at different levels of the HRL 
department, including senior-level administrators, midlevel managers, graduate students, 
or paraprofessionals. A study could explore parallels between course content and 
departmental practice for graduate staff working towards a master’s degree in student 
affairs personnel or higher education. This study should also be replicated outside of 
HRL in student affairs departments or divisions that employ a CM. There may be 
interesting findings of other departments’ complex challenges and where and how they 
experience learning partnerships. 
 This research should be expanded to include multiple institutions in a future 
quantitative study. Findings from this study could be adapted into a survey instrument to 
poll the experiences of student affairs and HRL staff related to how they are supported as 
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educators in their work. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, institutions may be 
prioritizing different aspects of the curricular approach, so it would be important to 
establish a common language and understanding of the CM. 
 Because participants likened their work to traditional classroom instruction, a 
comparative study exploring how P-12 teachers are trained compared to higher education 
administrators on curricular concepts would be valuable for both academic settings. 
Similarly, a comparative case study could link the pedagogical training of faculty on one 
campus with the curriculum training of staff working in a CM. Beyond pedagogy, 
research can explore how CMs utilize equity-centered assessment and universal design to 
promote effective learning. 
 Amid the growing turmoil of higher education, a research study to explore how 
working in a CM could influence staff retention would also be valuable. How is “the 
great resignation” impacting student affairs and HRL departments currently? What are 
the longer-lasting implications for this shift in the future? Is there a difference in 
workforce turnover between departments employing traditional programming models 
versus Curriculum Models? Similarly, a study should deeply explore how departments 
with traditional programming models shifted in response to the pandemic compared to 
pivots that departments with CMs made. 
 No research currently exists on CMs at Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), Tribal Colleges and 
Universities (TCUs), and other Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs). Are these 
institutions adopting the curricular approach in their HRL departments? What factors 
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influence their decisions for this? Similarly, how are CMs used (or not) in other 
institutional types such as small public, private, religiously-affiliated, or community and 
technical colleges? 
 An emergent theme for this study was the role that identities played for 
participants in implementing a CM on their campus. One participant described the rarity 
of finding others doing curricular work who looked like them. Another discussed the 
strain of implementing inclusion-based activities on paraprofessional staff who hold 
marginalized identities. A phenomenological study could explore how participants 
navigate their social identities when implementing a CM as an educator. Where do they 
find their identities represented in the curriculum? How have the identities of learning 
partners impacted their growth as educators? 
Conclusion 
 Higher education institutions face many external challenges. These challenges 
require administrators to continuously adapt to effectively support student learning and 
adhere to the university’s mission. Student affairs and housing and residence life 
departments have experienced continuous evolution since first emerging on campus. An 
emergent practice, the Curriculum Model, seeks to formalize the student learning that 
happens beyond the classroom. The curricular approach challenges its staff to mirror 
educational activities typically reserved for academic coursework. By implementing a 
CM, staff become engaged as educators, professionally design sequenced and scaffolded 
learning experiences, and assess learning through data collection and rubrics. By 
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emulating the faculty’s role on campus, educators in a CM can build collaborations with 
academic affairs and work together to support the university’s educational mission. 
 In the plenary presentation at the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach, a 
quote from Ernest L. Boyer is shared that says, “a poor surgeon hurts one person at a 
time. A poor teacher hurts 130” (Edwards & Gardner, 2021). This quote signifies the 
critical role that educators play in their students’ success. If a professional working in a 
CM does not understand the work they have been tasked with or does not believe that 
they are an educator for students, the impacts cascade to the students with which they 
interact. Learning the curricular approach is a paradigm shift, so similarly, staff need 
ongoing support from learning partners to gain competence in the model. Baxter Magolda 
shared, “Supporting educators’ growth is crucial if we hope to engage students in 
transformational learning” (p. 9). 
 This case study explored the experiences of full-time, live-in HRL professionals 
who were currently implementing a CM. The case study included eight people who all 
served as community directors on the campus of South East University. I conducted two 
semi-structured interviews, analyzed CM documents used by my participants, and 
completed two group observations.  
 I learned that participants exhibited an internal passion for teaching and learning 
and described their work in the CM through the lens of classroom instruction rather than 
traditional programming. They sought deep, meaningful relationships with students to 
promote their growth and understanding of concepts that would encourage success 
beyond graduation.  
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 Furthermore, my study surfaced that participants were learners. They were 
navigating new tasks and responsibilities in a department with a well-established CM. 
They took ownership of personal learning but leveraged relationships with mentors, 
supervisors, peers, and departmental leaders to question and enhance the curriculum. 
Learner partners demonstrated trust and confidence in participants. They gave them voice 
and responsibility to continually revise and adapt the CM with assessment data to best 
meet the needs of specific student communities and populations. 
 Finally, I learned about barriers to successful learning partnerships and growth as 
an educator. Extreme external challenges, staff absence, and miscommunication were 
frustrations that participants experienced in their work. Some of these challenges are 
impacting colleges and universities throughout the country. 
 The participants I spoke with and the HRL department at SEU proved to be 
powerful exemplars of the Curriculum Model in action. They were a team of incredibly 
talented educators who deeply believe in their ability to promote student learning beyond 
the classroom. The culture of the department drew those that were learning-centric, who 
asked challenging questions, and sought to use assessment to make innovative changes. 
The department also welcomed feedback and encouraged staff to offer modifications to 
continually refine and improve the Curriculum Model. This study will guide individuals 
entering the world of curriculum and departments that seek to further teach and engage 




























Informed Consent for Research Study 
Understanding the Experiences of Housing and Residence Life Staff in 
Implementing a Curriculum Model 
 
 
Description of the Study and Your Part in It 
  
Eric Pernotto, a PhD candidate at Clemson University, is inviting you to take part in a 
research study. The purpose of this research is to understand the experiences of full-time, 
professional staff in housing and residence life related to their training and 
implementation of curricular-based learning as outlined by the ACPA Ten Essential 
Elements of a Curriculum Model. I am interested in learning about how you see yourself 
as an educator and the support you have received in training and development related to 
the CM. 
 
Your part in the study will be to complete an introductory survey and participate in a 
face-to-face interview. The interview will occur over a videoconferencing software and 
will be audio recorded. The introductory survey will take approximately 10 minutes, the 
interview will last approximately 60 minutes. Additionally, you will be provided a 
transcript of the interview. If you choose to review this transcript for feedback, this will 
take an additional 30 minutes. 
 
You will be provided a transcript to review along with the transcript of the interview. It 
will take you no more than 1 hour and 45 minutes to be in this study. 
 
Risks and Discomforts 
 




We do not know of any direct benefits to you from taking part in this study. However, the 
results of this study will potentially gain a greater understanding of administrator 
experiences related to the training and implementation of a Curriculum Model in order to 
better inform their work and practice. 
 
 
Protection of Privacy and Confidentiality 
 
Identifiable data from the online survey results will be stored within an online software 
program with the co-investigator as the only person with access to the account. 
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Interviews and focus groups will be audio recorded. All audio recordings, interview 
transcriptions, interviewer notes, audio recordings, and data from surveys will be stored 
on a secured external hard drive that is password encrypted. The co-investigator will 
ensure that the external hard drive is locked in a drawer when not used for the research 
study. Pseudonyms will be assigned to each participant to protect their identity. No data 
will be shared with other researchers for future studies.  
 
After the research study is completed, the data will be locked and stored for five years on 
the secured external hard drive with password encryption. After five years, all data 
related to the study, including audio recordings, will be destroyed and not used for future 
studies. 
 
The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional 
publications, or educational presentations; however, no individual participant will be 
identified. 
 
Choosing to Be in the Study 
 
You may choose not to take part and you may choose to stop taking part at any time. You 
will not be punished in any way if you decide not to be in the study or to stop taking part 




If you have any questions or concerns about your rights in this research study, please 
contact the Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864-656-0636 
or irb@clemson.edu. If you are outside of the Upstate South Carolina area, please use the 
ORC’s toll-free number, 866-297-3071. The Clemson IRB will not be able to answer 
some study-specific questions. However, you may contact the Clemson IRB if the 
research staff cannot be reached or if you wish to speak with someone other than the 
research staff. 
 
If you have any study related questions or if any problems arise, please contact Eric 




By participating in the study, you indicate that you have read the information 
written above, are at least 18 years of age, been allowed to ask any questions, and 
are voluntarily choosing to take part in this research. You do not give up any legal 








Introductory Email and Participant Survey 
 
Understanding the Experiences of Housing and Residence Life Staff in 




My name is Eric Pernotto and I am a PhD candidate in the Educational Leadership 
program at Clemson University. This email is being sent to professional housing and 
residence life staff at [insert name of institution]. 
 
I am completing a research study exploring the experiences of full-time, professional 
staff in housing and residence life related to their training and implementation of 
curricular-based learning as outlined by the ACPA Ten Essential Elements of a 
Curriculum Model. 
 
Who: Professional residence life staff at [insert name of institution] who are working 
with a Curriculum Model. 
 
Scope of the study: Participation in a 10 minute online introductory survey, a 60 minute 
face-to-face interview, and 30 minute conversation to confirm responses. Interviews will 
be scheduled and held at a time convenient to the participant and all interviews will be 
completed virtually using videoconferencing software. 
 
Your participation is voluntary. Each interview will be assigned a pseudonym to help 
ensure personal identifiers will not be revealed during the analysis and write-up. The 
informed consent to participate is attached to this email. 
 
To let the researcher know your interest in participating, please complete a short survey 
in the link provided below. This survey will provide background information that will 
assist in the study. The survey will take no more than 10 minutes to complete and does 
not commit you to fully participate in the research study. 
 
To access the demographic survey, please click here [Link included to Qualtrics Survey] 
 
If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact me. 
 
Eric Pernotto 




Introductory Survey (Included in recruitment email) 
 
Q1. First Name: [open response] 
 
Q2. Last Name: [open response] 
 
Q3. Email Address: [open response] 
 
Q4. Position or Title: [open response] 
 
Q5. Number of years of full-time, professional experience in housing and residence life at 
current institution 
a. Less than one year 
b. 1-2 years 
c. 2-5 years 
d. More than 5 years 
 
Q6. Have you attended and/or worked at another institution that utilized a Curriculum 
Model? Check all that apply. 
e. Yes, I attended a school that used a Curriculum Model 
f. Yes, I previously worked at a school that used a Curriculum Model 
g. Neither 
h. I do not know 
 
Q7. Have you attended the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach or the ACPA 
Residential Curriculum Institute? If so, how many? [open response] 
 
Q8. Do you wish to participate in the interview portion of the research study? 
i. Yes (if yes, send to final question) 
j. No (if no, send to end to say thank you for participation in survey) 
 
Q9. Please indicate your date preference for interview: (dates and time frames will be 









Hello! Thank you for your willingness to meet with me and participate in this interview 
for my research study. My name is Eric Pernotto, and I am a doctoral student in 
Educational Leadership at Clemson University. 
 
The purpose of this interview is to learn about your experiences in implementing a 
Curriculum Model. I am interested in exploring how you have seen yourself as an 
educator in your work. I would also like to learn about how you have felt supported by 
others related to your ability to complete curricular work. 
 
This interview is a component of a larger case study that I intend to complete. 
Information gathered from this interview will be kept confidential and all of your 
responses will be anonymous. You will receive a copy of the transcript of this interview 
to review for additional comments or clarifications. In our time together, I hope that you 
will be open and candid about what you share. 
 
Before we get started, I want to share copies via email of the consent form and the 
invitation. I would like to confirm that you have read and agree to the consent form for 
participation. I would ask that you verbally consent to moving forward. Secondly, this 
interview will be recorded and transcribed. The pseudonym that you have selected will be 
used and only that name will be connected to your responses. This interview will take up 




1. Tell me a little about yourself and how you got into this work? 
 
2. Describe your current position and the primary responsibilities of your position. 
 
3. How were you first introduced to the Curriculum Model? Was it at this institution or 
a previous institution? 
 
4. A Curriculum Model has a primary focus on student learning. How do you see 
yourself as an educator in your work in a CM? 
 a. Has your mindset around being an educator shifted since working in a CM? 
 b. What are your experiences in being an educator for students? 
 c. How do you articulate your role as educator to others? 
 
5. What has been your experiences in working in a CM?  
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 a. What have been the successes? The challenges? 
 b. Through what areas have you learned the most?  
 c. What have been the positives of implementation?  
 d. What have been the drawbacks? 
 
6. Did you attend the ACPA Institute on the Curricular Approach? If so, what were the 
impacts on your understanding of CMs? If not, how did you come to understand 
CMs? 
 
7. What training was done in your department to assist you in your understanding and 
competency of implementing a CM? 
 a. What training or development has been particularly impactful for you? 
 b. What training or development has not been impactful for you? 
 
8. When considering your growth as an educator in curriculum, would you say that you 
have had support from other individuals in helping you become better at working in a 
CM? 
 a. If so, who has provided that assistance?  
 b. When and how have you interacted (or partnered) with them? 
 c. In what ways have they challenged and supported your growth? 
 d. Has this development been formal or informal? 
 e. How has trust played a role in this partnership? 
 f. Has this partnership impacted your own understanding of your role as educator? 
 






Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
My interviews with participants did not follow a structured pattern. Questions were asked 
in different order depending on the participant responses and not all questions used for 
each participant. This is a list of the questions that I prepared for the first and second 




• Describe your current position and the primary responsibilities of your position. What 
responsibilities are connected to the Curriculum Model? 
• How were you first introduced to the concept of a Curriculum Model?  
• Was it at this institution or a previous institution?  
• A Curriculum Model has a primary focus on student learning. With that in mind, in your 
role, how have you visualized yourself as an educator for students? 
• Where do you see the role of educator playing out? In what parts of your role? 
• Would you say that you have any kind of philosophy as an educator? How do you 
articulate your role as an educator to others? 
• If you reflect on your time before working with a CM, would you be surprised to see 
yourself as an educator? 
• Has your mindset around being an educator shifted since working in a CM?  
• Describe partnerships across student affairs and academic affairs. 
• What are your experiences in being an educator for students?  
• What have been your experiences in working in a CM?  
• What have been the successes? What have been the challenges? What are you most proud 
of? 
• In this philosophy of being an educator and being a learner, what are some of the lessons 
that you think you’ll take from your work and curriculum beyond whether you’re in 
housing, in the future, or even in Higher Ed? 
• We often talk about being educators for our students, but I would love to shift our 
conversation to talk about who you are as a learner? 
• In working in a CM, what areas have you learned the most? 
• Where have you been challenged? Where have you seen growth? 
• What does training and development look like for someone in your role? 
• Where have you personally drawn the most support in navigating the CM at SEU? Who 
has been the most helpful and how have they been there for you?  
• Talk a little bit more about, about things that that individual did to help you out with 
being more comfortable. 
• Beyond your supervisor, were there other sources of support that you drew from as you 
gained more comfort in working with the curriculum? 
• What is a success that you are proud of in CM implementation? Are there things that you 
are still challenged with when it comes to curriculum?  
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• When you think about the department as a whole of residential education, um, how would 
you describe the training and development process for someone in your role? 
• what advice would you give to someone that is starting out in a full-time professional role 





• What makes the SEU curriculum model successful from your perspective? 
• As it pertains to the curriculum, what does SEU excel at? What does it struggle with? 
• How would you say SEU curriculum model holds up to other curricula at other schools? 
• What allows cohorts to revise/change curriculum? Camraderie of cohorts? Would you 
say that cohorts co-create knowledge as it pertains to the curriculum? How so? 
• How are articles and readings used in meetings to promote learning? 
 
Observation Questions 
• Which committee do you serve on? 
• What is the behind the scenes of presenting content to the staff meetings? Have you ever 
had to do it?  
• What are your feelings going into sessions where you talk about curriculum? 
• I noticed that there were multiple ways that feedback was collected in the group sessions. 
From your perspective, what are the best ways that feedback is processed? 
• What does follow-up after a group session look like?  
• How did feedback/processing work in a virtual space as compared to an in-person 
environment? What would I have seen in a different setting? 
• Share a time when you had a question about the curriculum or provided feedback/change 
to the curriculum? Who did you share that with and how was it received?  
 
Educator/Learner 
• How have your unique skills, interests, or abilities been utilized for your department 
around the curriculum? 
• Do you feel that you contribute to the design and implementation of your CM? Why or 
why not? 
• Structure vs. Creativity. How do you find the balance? When have you advocated for 
something in your community that veered off of the curriculum? How were you 
supported or not? How did it turn out? 
 
Closing Questions 
• If you could change any aspect of the residential curriculum at SEU, what would it be? 
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